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A las companeras de Mujeres Libres, en solidaridad 
La lucha continua 


Puno en alto mujeres de Iberia 
hacia horizontes prefiados de luz 
por rutas ardientes, 

los pies en la tierra 


la frente en lo azul. 


Afirmando promesas de vida 
desaftamos la tradicion 
modelemos la arcilla caliente 


de un mundo que nace del dolor. 


jQue el pasado se hunda en la nada! 
jQué nos importa del ayer! 
Queremos escribir de nuevo 

la palabra MUJER. 


Puno en alto mujeres del mundo 
hacia horizontes prenados de luz, 
por rutas ardientes 

adelante, adelante 

de cara a la luz. 


Mujeres Libres’ Anthem 
Lucia Sanchez Saornil 
Valencia 1937 


Fists upraised, women of Iberia 
toward horizons pregnant with light 
on paths afire 

feet on the ground 

face to the blue sky 


Affirming the promise of life 
we defy tradition 

we mold the warm clay 

of a new world born of pain. 


Let the past vanish into nothingness! 
What do we care for yesterday! 

We want to write anew 

the word WOMAN. 


Fists upraised, women of the world 
toward horizons pregnant with light 
on paths afire 

onward, onward 

toward the light. 


Vi 
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PREFACE TO THE AK PRESS EDITION 
Revised April 11, 2004 


I write this preface with a profound sense of irony. On the one hand, 
this is hardly a propitious moment for progressive forces in the world: 
Capitalist globalization is proceeding apace, and neither individuals, 
groups, nor states seem capable of stopping either the cultural homoge- 
nization or the concentration of economic power that is occurring around 
the world. The U.S. has pursued its military adventures in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, despite the millions who took to the streets in protest against them. 
And neither increasing economic interdependence nor military might seem 
to have reduced the threats of violence or terrorist attacks, in the U.S. or 
elsewhere. Why publish a book about an effort to create a non-hierarchi- 
cal, egalitarian, society at a time when the world seems farther than ever 
from realizing such possibilities? 

And, yet, there are also hopeful signs: thousands have rallied in protest 
against unfettered capitalist globalization at meetings of the WTO, IMF, 
and World Bank—whether in Seattle, Quebec City, Geneva, Washington, 
D.C., or Doha. Millions of people took to the streets in February/March 
2003 and, then, again in March 2004, to protest U.S. military action in 
Iraq. Perhaps there are lessons we can learn from those who also con- 
fronted seemingly overwhelming odds, and managed to carve out free 
spaces, for however limited a period of time. 

I had a number of purposes in mind when I originally wrote Free 
Women of Spain. First, I wanted to reclaim and recover the history of a 
remarkable group of women, and the movement of which they were a part. 
In addition, I hoped to make available the experiences and lessons of 
Mujeres Libres for contemporary U.S. activists, most especially feminist 
activists. While there were strong anarchist currents in the U.S. in the early 
part of the 20th century, much of that history was—and remains—largely 
unknown, even to activists. More specifically, I had long believed that, 
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while many 1970s feminist groups were trying to modify or adapt social- 
ist theory to accommodate feminist insights and perspectives, anarchism, 
with its opposition to all forms of hierarchy, offered a potentially more 
fruitful and productive resource. Thus, one of my purposes in writing the 
book was to offer to U.S. feminist audiences an understanding of anar- 
chist/libertarian theory and practice, and to make clear its potential rele- 
vance to contemporary struggles. 

It is true that, even by 1991, the cultural context in the U.S. was very 
different from what it had been in the 1970s: the mainstream of politics had 
shifted considerably toward the right; the notion that governments exist, at 
least in part, to assure the welfare of their citizens, was already under seri- 
ous threat. Nevertheless, it seemed important, and valuable, to tell the story 
of a generation of activists who seized the opportunities that confronted 
them, even in the midst of a civil war, to try to create a more just society 
in which women would be full and equal partners.’ 

The situation of the U.S. in the late 20th century, of course, was quite 
different from that of Spain in the early years of that century. As I discuss 
in Chapter 2, early 20th century Spain was a relatively newly-industrializ- 
ing country, characterized by what is now termed “uneven development.” 
Many regions of the country depended on an agricultural base that was 
barely modernized; levels of illiteracy were high; struggles over unioniza- 
tion were often fierce; and politics—especially at the national level—had 
been characterized by authoritarianism for as long as anyone could remem- 
ber. Furthermore, political life was sharply polarized; leftist organizations 
were powerful in some areas (particularly Catalonia, Valencia, and 
Madrid), and quite weak in others. More significant for our story, the lib- 
ertarian movement had a powerful cultural and political presence. 
Consequently, as I indicate in Chapters 2 and 4, those who established, and 
became active in, Mujeres Libres were not acting in a vacuum: they were 
firmly rooted in a libertarian movement and in a highly-politicized larger 
social context. 

U.S. society both was and is very different. First, as any number of 
observers have commented, in comparison with many European countries, 
the U.S. lacks a significant socialist, let alone anarchist/libertarian her- 
itage. To be sure, there have been socialist, as well as anarchist, organiza- 
tions in the U.S., particularly in the early part of the Twentieth Century. 
And anarchists had a significant impact on the U.S. labor movement (the 
Industrial Workers of the World, which was especially active in mining 
communities in the West and in textile mills in the northeast, was an anar- 
cho-syndicalist inspired movement), on the anti-war and free speech 
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movements during World War I, and on early feminism (Emma Goldman, 
for example, was actively involved in both anti-war and feminist activities 
during this period). But anarchist organizations and activists were also 
prime targets of governmental repression during the Red Scare: many— 
including Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman—were deported or 
forced into exile and much of the memory of their activities has been dis- 
torted or lost. As a consequence, contemporary U.S. feminists have fewer 
ties to, or roots in, left-wing political movements than is the case for many 
feminists in Europe. Further, even when—in the 1970s and 1980s—some 
U.S. feminists attempted to reclaim or explore the relevance of other politi- 
cal and social movements to feminism, those efforts tended to focus on 
marxist socialism, rather than on the more anarchist (or what in Spain were 
termed “libertarian’’) strands. Thus, the book assumes that most U.S. read- 
ers will not be especially familiar with anarchist traditions—whether in 
Spain or in the North American context. 

A second major difference between U.S. and Spanish society has to do 
with the multiculturalism of the U.S. While Spaniards have confronted 
issues of regionalism for generations, political differences have not tended 
to be articulated in terms of ethnic diversity. The U.S. population, howev- 
er, has always been multi-ethnic and multi-racial. Although U.S. self- 
understanding as a “melting pot’ has often obscured our difficulties in 
truly integrating our differences, in recent decades, at least, questions of 
diversity and multiculturalism have been at the forefront of many debates 
and discussions, both academic and political. These debates and discus- 
sions form the conversational backdrop to this book. 

The book was translated and reissued (with a few additions and modi- 
fications that are included in this edition) in Spain in 1999; its publication 
afforded me the opportunity to visit a number of Spanish cities to talk 
about Mujeres Libres, contemporary Spanish history, and the similarities 
and differences between the histories and culture of the U.S. and Spain. 
What struck me then is the degree to which our radically different histories 
seemed to be converging. Many participants in the panels, roundtables, and 
book presentations in which I took part indicated that the situation in Spain 
in the late 1990s was markedly different than it had been in the 1930s: 
there was little memory of the sharp political divisions of those years; labor 
movement organizations were much weaker than they had been (due, in no 
small part, to the complexities of the global marketplace); social move- 
ments were weak and fragmented; and those on the Left suffered from a 
sense of disconnection from a larger progressive movement and demoral- 
ization that closely parallels the experience of the Left in the U.S. 
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There is another sense, as well, in which our different histories are 
replaying themselves in new forms: anarchism seems to be reappearing in 
the U.S. and elsewhere, most especially in the context of anti-globalization 
protests. Groups of people who identified themselves as anarchists were 
active in anti-WTO or anti-FTAA protests in Seattle, Geneva, Cancun, 
Miami and elsewhere. More generally, anarchist-inspired groups continue 
to form in a varicty of places around the country. Anarchist book-fairs and 
gatherings have taken place recently in Montréal, P.Q., San Francisco, CA, 
Athens, OH, and Plainfield, VT, to name just a few. And anarchist publi- 
cations such as Fifth Estate, Perspectives on Anarchist Theory, Social 
Anarchism and others continue to offer important commentary on and cri- 
tique of contemporary politics and culture. 

But what are we to make of these phenomena? My own sense is that 
far too many of the self-identified anarchist groups that have been garner- 
ing so much media attention are focused on destroying property and 
opposing order, without any clear positive, reconstructive, program in 
mind. Many of these groups are more reminiscent of | 9th century Russian 
nihilists than they are of the collectivist or communist anarchism that 
played so large a role in the Spanish revolution. As Rebecca DeWitt noted 
a few years ago, in a report on (anarchist) activity at the Seattle WTO 
protests, “...1 am left with the impression of the anarchist activity as either 
an empty moralism, a practice devoid of theory, and as unwittingly giving 
energy to reformist politics. Anarchists need to move beyond these traps to 
formulate a theory of anarchism that will sustain a political movement.” 
Cindy Milstein argued along similar lines “It is time to push beyond the 
oppositional character of our movement by infusing it with a reconstmic- 
tive vision. That means beginning, right now, to translate our movement 
structure into institutions that embody the good society; in short, cultivat- 
ing direct democracy in the places we call home....”"" 

It is important to remember, of course, that the mainstream media tend 
to over-report incidents of property destruction, and to ignore or under- 
report the more grassroots, day-to-day, anarchist-inspired organizing 
around toxic dumping, environmental quality, feeding the hungry, advo- 
cating for low-cost housing, etc. that is taking place in communities around 
the country. Such positive, reconstructive, direct-action activities tend to be 
chronicled—if at all—only in smaller-scale newsletters, community bul- 
letins, and the like. As a consequence, some of the most important, truly 
social-revolutionary, work that is occurring in the country is virtually 
unknown to any but those who are most directly involved in it’. 

In 2004, the situation in the U.S. and beyond seems even more demor- 
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alizing than it did five years ago. This reissuing of the book affords us an 
opportunity to think about what we can learn from the struggles of those 
who acted in atime that was at least as fraught as ours: when the world was 
on the brink of World War II, and Spain was in the midst of a brutal civil 
war. The women of Mujeres Libres drew on the power of the larger anar- 
chist movement (and social revolution) of which they were a part to envi- 
sion a better society for all, in which the participation, and liberation, of 
women was a crucial element. They knew that simple opposition to what 
exists is not a basis for truly effective revolutionary action: rather, it was 
necessary to try, in whatever small ways were possible, to construct a new 
world even in the midst of the old. It is my hope that, at this historical 
moment, when many progressives are struggling against feelings of 
despair, the achievements of Mujeres Libres may provide some sparks of 
hope, and perhaps even new directions, for ours. 
*K OK OK 
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Feldheim of Montréal have—through their invitations to speak and their 
continuing interest in my work—helped me to remember that there is a 
continuing audience for these ideas. I wish also to thank Ramsey Kanaan, 
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arranged for the publication of the book in Spain. Anna Delso and Federico 
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the connection between Patric de San Pedro (and Virus Editorial) and me. 
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spent many hours searching through my library, notes, and photocopies to 
find the original-language version of the quotations in the book. And 
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careful and enthusiastic. I am grateful to them all. 
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their gifts. I dedicate this volume to their memories. 
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' The political context is still different in 2004; but, other than in writing this preface, | have decided not to try to re- 
write or otherwise up-date the book to address it. 


ii Rebecca DeWitt, “An Anarchist Response to Seattle: What Shall We Do With Anarchism?” Perspectives on Anarchist 
Theory, Vol. 4, no. 1 (Spring 2000), p. 2. 


iit Cindy Milstein, “Reclaim the Cities: From Protest to Popular Power,” Perspectives on Anarchist Theory, Vol. 4, no. 2 
(Fall 2000), p. 4. 


'V [ am grateful to Lisa Sousa for reminding me of this point. 


INTRODUCTION 


In 1936, groups of women in Madrid and Barcelona founded Mujeres 
Libres, an organization dedicated to the liberation of women from their 
“triple enslavement to ignorance, as women, and as producers.” Although 
it lasted for less than three years (its activities in Spain were brought to an 
abrupt halt by the victory of Franco’s forces in February 1939), Mujeres 
Libres mobilized over 20,000 women and developed an extensive network 
of activities designed to empower individual women while building a sense 
of community. Like the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist movement in which 
these women were rooted, Mujeres Libres insisted that the full develop- 
ment of women’s individuality was dependent upon the development of a 
strong sense of connection with others. In this respect, as in a number of 
others, Mujeres Libres represents an alternative to the individualistic per- 
spectives characterizing mainstream feminist movements of that time and 
of our own. 

The story of my discovery of these women and their activities spans 
many years and many miles, explorations in archives as well as con- 
versations with former activists. But my coming to understand the signifi- 
cance of their visions and achievements is inseparably intertwined with our 
mutual and ongoing struggles to communicate across differences of cul- 
ture, age, class, and political context. As many of these women took me 
into their homes and shared their stories, I tried to hear them on their own 
terms and to attend to both the similarities and the differences between us. 
As I have wrestled with the issues of identity, difference, community, and 
empowerment that have alternately energized and demoralized the civil 
rights, peace, and feminist movements in this country, I have come to 
appreciate ever more deeply the perspective Mujeres Libres has to offer 
contemporary feminists and social activists. This volume derives, in part, 
from my desire to make its history more generally available. 
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In the first part of this chapter I introduce some of the women who will 
be the subjects of the larger story to follow. In the second section, I lay out 
the themes and concerns that frame the volume theoretically. 


The first woman I met from Mujeres Libres was Suceso Portales, who 
was spending the summer of 1979 in the small village of Mostoles, outside 
of Madrid. My routc to her was to be typical in its circuitousness. While 
engaging in research on the processes of rural and urban collectivization in 
Spain during the Civil War, I met a number of young anarchists in Madrid 
and Barcelona. Among these were young women in newly constituted 
groups taking the name Mujeres Libres. In both Madrid and Barcelona, the 
young women with whom I spoke told me that they had made several 
attempts to meet with the viejas (the older ones) who had been involved 
with the original Mujeres Libres. Apparently, those meetings which did 
take place had often been characterized by arguments and misunderstand- 
ings. When I finally found someone who could give me the name and 
address of a vieja, Suceso Portales, the information was accompanied by a 
warning: “You won’t like her,’ my informant confided, “she is a reac- 
tionary and has very strange ideas.” 

Despite this warning, Suceso, like virtually everyone from Mujeres 
Libres I met, captivated me immediately. She was a very animated, active 
woman in her mid-sixties with gray-black hair. Her granddaughter, then 
aged eleven, was in and out of the small room in which we met, occasion- 
ally listening to our conversation and asking questions of her own—ques- 
tions which Suceso always took the time to answer with patience, respect, 
and care. We talked for hours about her experiences in the CNT and FITIT.? 
her sense of the need for an independent and autonomous women’s organ- 
ization working within the ideological and political framework of the lib- 
ertarian movement,’ her evaluation of Mujeres Libres’ accomplishments 
and disappointments, and contemporary feminism. 

Suceso had affiliated with Mujeres Libres in central Spain in 1936, and 
served as national vice-secretary of the organization. She discussed 
Mujeres Libres’ orientation to working-class women, the emphasis on edu- 
cation and empowerment, and the organization’s relations with the larger 
anarcho-syndicalist movement. But I was most fascinated, intrigued, and 
perplexed by her attitudes toward feminists and feminism—attitudes which 
were, in many ways, the mirror image of those which the jdvenes (the 
young ones) had of Mujeres Libres: ““We are not—and we were not then— 
feminists,” she insisted. “We were not fighting against men. We did not 
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want to substitute a feminist hierarchy for a masculine one. It’s necessary 
to work, to struggle, together because if we don’t, we'll never have a social 
revolution. But we needed our own organization to struggle for ourselves.” 

I was surprised by her assumption that “feminism” meant opposition 
to men or the desire to replace male hierarchy with female hierarchy. A 
product of the early feminist movement in the United States, I had always 
assumed that feminism meant opposition to hierarchies of any sort. 
Nevertheless, I was beginning to see the source of some of the tensions and 
misunderstandings between the young women in Madrid who did define 
themselves as feminists and this vieja, for whom feminism was anathema. 
As I was to discover, these differences in perceptions of what feminism 
means were hardly unique to Suceso. Through the three years of Mujeres 
Libres’ formal existence, and to this day, its members committed them- 
selves to the emancipation of women without defining themselves as “‘fem- 
inists.” 

Much of my fascination with Mujeres Libres arose from my desire to 
understand this distinction and its significance. What did it mean that these 
women were unwilling to identify themselves as feminists? I soon came to 
suspect that, although the political contexts of Spain in the 1930s and the 
United States in the 1980s differ markedly, there might be some similarity 
between Mujeres Libres’ refusal to identify as feminist and the hesitation 
of many working-class women and women of color in this country to adopt 
the feminist label. Might there be a lesson here for contemporary feminists, 
struggling against the claim that feminism is a white, middle-class move- 
ment? 

But there was more to my fascination. Suceso bemoaned the nar- 
rowness of vision of contemporary feminists, the lack of a larger organi- 
zational and ideological framework of orientation: “They are lacking in a 
formacion libertaria [a phrase often used in anarchist/libertarian circles to 
refer to background or ideological context]. We had a much broader 
vision.” In her view, the j6venes did not understand what direct action or 
any of the other basic principles of libertarian organization meant. They 
appeared fearful of organizing anything, lest it create new hierarchies, “but 
that way, you can’t accomplish anything.’ Further, they focused too much 
attention on abortion, birth control, and sexuality: it’s true that a woman’s 
sexuality should be her own, but why is it necessary to make a political 
issue of it?” Finally, she wondered, “How can they call themselves femi- 
nists when they go around wearing crosses?” 

For some questions I have no answers, I was then, and still remain, 
puzzled by Suceso’s (and others’) evident discomfort with making “po- 
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litical” the “personal” issues of love and sexuality, for example. Feminism 
had convinced me that “the personal is political,” but did not anarchism 
make similar claims? The answers to other questions proved simpler, 
though often surprising. What she described as, “feminists who wear 
crosses,” for example, were young woman who wore women’s symbols 
(Q) to signify their feminism!® 

The next woman I met, Lola Iturbe, had been a strong supporter of 
Mujeres Libres, though not an activist. Together with her compajiero, 
Juanel (Juan Manuel Molina, a former secretary-general of the FAI), she 
edited the anarchist newspaper Tierra y Libertad in Barcelona. Lola spoke 
of her experiences growing up poor, as the daughter of a single mother, in 
turn-of-the-century Barcelona. She was born in 1902 and, at age nine, 
began working long hours at incredibly low pay (she received 50 céntimos 
a week) as an apprentice to a seamstress. Her mother ran a pension fre- 
quented by “men of the organization.” Through these visitors, Lola learned 
of the CNT and found the acceptance she had been denied in the larger 
society. By the time she was fourteen or fifteen, she too had joined the 
organization.’ It was Lola who told me, during the course of one of these 
conversations, that Mercedes Comaposada, one of the three women who 
had founded Mujeres Libres, was still alive and living in Paris. 

But another accident intervened before I met Mercedes. I was inter- 
viewing Eduardo Pons Prades (then a journalist with Diario de Barcelona) 
about his experiences as a young man with the collectivized wood indus- 
try in Catalonia. He sent me to Perpignan, just over the border in France, 
to meet Jacinto Borras, former CNT activist and editor of a journal devot- 
ed to rural collectives in Catalonia. During our conversations. I told Borras 
I was interested in meeting women who had participated in the revolution. 
At first, his response was enthusiastic. But when I asked for names and/or 
addresses, he was unable to think of anyone who was healthy enough or 
“capable” enough to talk with me—a response that had already become all 
too familiar: few of the male activists with whom I spoke seemed to take 
many of their women comrades very seriously. 

Nevertheless, I pressed him to come up with the name of even one 
woman who might be willing to talk with me. He hesitated, then called his 
daughter, Eglantina. She picked up the phone, and from the moment the 
voice answered on the other end, I knew that Azucena Fernandez Barba 
was someone I definitely wanted to meet. Eglantina’s face and voice were 
alight as she spoke, and after grabbing some flowers from their garden 
(Azucena loved flowers, she informed me), Eglantina had me in her car 
within minutes, en route across town to Azucena’s flat. 
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Azucena was born in Cuba in 1916 of Spanish exile parents, and came 
to Spain when her parents returned from exile in 1920. When I first met 
her, I found her seated in her small dining room, surrounded by flowering 
plants. She spoke animatedly about her experiences during the years before 
the war and about the history of her family. Azucena and her six sisters and 
brother were “raised on anarchism...with our mother’s milk.” Her grandfa- 
ther, Abelardo Saavedra, was one of the early anarchist teacher-preachers 
who had been jailed repeatedly and later exiled for having committed the 
crime of teaching migrant workers in Andalusia how to read. As a result, 
Azucena and a number of her siblings were born in Cuba. 

I spent many hours with her, discussing what it had been like to grow 
up in an anarchist family, her introduction to and participation in anarchist 
activities and organizations, and her sense of the complicated place of 
women in the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist movement.® But she insisted 
that the person I should really speak to was her sister, Enriqueta. She was 
the real militante (activist) and a member of Mujeres Libres. 

It was not until six months later that I had the opportunity to meet 
Enriqueta Fernandez Rovira herself. I had already discovered that the mere 
mention of her name inspired the same reaction in just about everyone with 
whom I spoke: “Oh, Enriqueta,” they would say, making their voices deep, 
hunching their shoulders and tightening both fists to make themselves look 
(as much as relatively frail older women can) like prizefighters flexing 
their muscles. Yet, despite this buildup, I was not fully prepared for the 
quiet power of her presence. 

I met Enriqueta under far-from-ideal circumstances. It was Christmas 
vacation time in France, and her small house was filled with the activity of 
four of her grandchildren. We found time to talk either after they had gone 
to sleep or amid the hustle of midmorning requests for snacks or permis- 
sion to engage in this or that game. And all her frustrations with the “poor 
manners” of these energetic young people provided a bittersweet counter- 
point to her own stories of being considered “outrageous” even by her 
anarchist parents when she and her young friends went off on mixed-sex 
bicycle trips to the countryside or to the beach in the early 1930s. 

Enriqueta was also born in Cuba, in 1915, and moved to Spain with the 
rest of the family in 1920. Anarchist activists were constantly in and out of 
their house, and the “ideas” were a normal part of the conversation. In 
many ways, her parents represented two of the different strands of anar- 
chism prevalent in the movement in those years. As she put it, 


My father was a man of ideas, an anarchist, but much more than my 
mother, he was a pacifist. He would get upset if he saw a single drop of 
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blood. He was a revolutionary, but a pacifist. He believed the revolution 
should come through culture and education. He hated guns. Never want- 
ed to see them...that was not his style. He was more quiet...Not my 
mother. She was more of an activist.” 


The children learned early on that to be a member of a community is to be 
available to take care of others and to be willing to dedicate one’s person 
and one’s life to the common cause. The ideas they shared with others— 
particularly within anarchist-inspired youth groups in which Enriqueta and 
Azucena were both very active—unified them as a group, while separating 
them from others: 


In those days, we were...the whores...the crazies, because we were the 
ones who pushed ahead...I remember when my father died—it was very 
sad...My mother said, “Papa didn’t want roses, but I would like some. Go 
and get a dozen roses for your father.” ...So I went to the florist. ..[who] 
said to me, “What? You’re here, and your father is dead?” And I said, 
“What has one thing got to do with another? Do you think I feel no sor- 
row because I’ve come here? Do you think I don’t feel the pain of my 
father’s death? I’ve come to get some roses for him.” “But it’s not your 
place, child, your place is in the house. Joaquin should come get the flow- 
ers. And you’re not wearing black?” And I said, “No, my pain I carry 
inside. I don’t wear it outside.”!” 


The commitment to anarchist values existed for Enriqueta and her fam- 
ily for as long as she could remember. The children’s participation in 
groups and activities sponsored by movement organizations deepened that 
commitment and turned it into an important focus of their lives. The com- 
munity gave them the strength to face the ridicule of their neighbors, as 
well as the skepticism even of their anarchist parents, about the appropri- 
ateness of young girls going out in mixed groups. It enabled them to find 
their own voices, dream their own dreams, and carry out the visions they 
may have learned from their parents but soon transformed into their own. 
Because of her long involvement in the movement, Enriqueta was chosen 
by the CNT for a highly sensitive job as one of the central telephone oper- 
ators in Barcelona during the war. She continued to be active in the anar- 
chist movement and in the CNT, and she eventually joined Mujeres Libres. 

It was also with the help of Eglantina that I first met Sara Berenguer 
Guillén, who had been Secretary of Propaganda of Mujeres Libres in 
Catalonia. Eglantina picked me up one December morning from Azucena’s 
house in Perpignan, and drove me to the lovely house in the small village 
of Montady (near Béziers), where Sara and her compaifiero, Jestis Guillén, 
have made their home. Sara is a small woman who, despite the numbers of 
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family and friends who were visiting a few days after Christmas, readily 
made time to talk with me about her experiences. When I returned for a 
second visit some years later, Sara was as welcoming as she had been ear- 
lier. We spent an exhausting few days together, talking almost nonstop 
about Mujeres Libres, and interviewing many other women in the area who 
had been involved either in Mujeres Libres or in other organizations of the 
libertarian movement. These women included Teresina Torrellas Graells, 
Conchita Guillén, and Amada de N6. 

Sara had not been involved with movement organizations before the 
war, although her father was a CNT militant. She began to work with the 
CNT only at the outbreak of the war, when her father went off to the front 
and she wanted to do something “to help the revolution.’ She joined 
Mujeres Libres late in 1937, although initially she opposed the idea of a 
separate organization for women: 


I did not agree with the idea of Mujeres Libres. I thought, the struggle 
affects both men and women. We are all fighting together for a better 
society. Why should there be a separate organization? One day, when I 
was with a group from the Juventudes, we went to a meeting Mujeres 
Libres had organized at the Juventudes headquarters, where they also had 
an office. The boys started making fun of the speakers, which annoyed 
me from the outset. When the woman who was speaking finished, the 
boys began asking questions and saying it didn’t make sense for women 
to organize separately, since they wouldn’t do anything anyway. The 
debate was impassioned. The tone of their comments disgusted me even 
more, and I came to the defense of Mujeres Libres...In the end, they 
named me delegate from our neighborhood to the meeting of the 
Federacién Local of Mujeres Libres of Barcelona.'! 


In addition to her activism in Mujeres Libres, Sara served during the 
war on the revolutionary committee of her barrio (neighborhood), Las 
Corts, and as secretary to the Catalan Regional Committee of the Building, 
Wood, and Decoration Industry (CNT). She also worked for SIA 
(Solidaridad Internacional Antifascista), an international anarchist relief 
organization. She fled to France when Barcelona was invaded in January 
1939, remaining there as an exile and, over the years, participating in the 
Spanish exile underground. Early in the 1960s, together with Suceso 
Portales, she participated in publishing a newsletter, Mujeres Libres, in 
exile. She has written a number of volumes of poetry, and has recently pub- 
lished her memoirs of the war years.” 

Not everyone who was involved in the movement, however, came from 
anarchist family backgrounds. Pepita Carpena, for example, was born in 
Barcelona at the end of 1919, and grew up as the child of working-class 
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parents who evinced little or no interest in working-class organizations. 
She was introduced to “the ideas” for the first time in 1933 by anarchist 
union organizers who attended gatherings of young people in hopes of 
rounding up potential union members."’ As she described it, 


They would go to dances, activities, and the like where we young people 
would hang out, look for the boys, tell them about a meeting at a union 
hall at a particular time, and they would go. Well, as I tended to hang out 
more with boys than with girls, when they would invite the boys to the 
meetings at the union, I would go, too. That’s how I got involved.'* 


The metalworkers’ union, which took her in almost as a young mascot, 
became her home away from home. When her parents objected to her 
going out to meetings at night, she urged her father to go with her. After 
seeing who the people were and the way they treated her, he never com- 
plained again. Instead, he boasted to his friends about his daughter who 
was freeing the proletariat! 

Through her associations with the metalworkers, Pepita soon learned 
much about unions and about anarcho-syndicalism. They encouraged her 
to organize the young women workers where she was employed as a seam- 
stress, which she did. And when her boss fired her on some pretext 
(because of her union organizing), her compafieros from the metal-work- 
ers’ union came to her aid and had her reinstated. She continued her mili- 
tancy in the CNT and in the Juventudes Libertarias (the Libertarian Youth) 
through the early 1930s and into the first year of the war. When her com- 
pafiero was killed early in the war, the metalworkers’ union paid his salary 
to her as a stipend so she could continue to organize women workers for 
equality of women for as long as she could remember, and she was, at best, 
initially indifferent to the creation of a specifically women’s organization. 
But as a result of her experience in the Juventudes, in particular, she soon 
came to recognize that need, and she became an active member of the 
Catalan regional committee of Mujeres Libres during 1937—1938.'° 

More than any of the other viejas, Pepita has managed to communicate 
with the j6venes across barriers of time, class, and geography. She is aware 
of contemporary feminist debates, even if she often takes issue with the 
terms in which they are posed. In her post as archivist and curator of the 
Marseilles branch of the Geneva-based CIRA (Centre Internationale de 
Recherches sur I’ Anarchisme), Pepita travels frequently throughout Spain 
and Europe, speaking about the revolution and about her activities in 
Mujeres Libres. Her openness and her willingness to discuss issues that 
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were controversial within Mujeres Libres have made her an invaluable 
informant and a very special friend. 

I first met Mercedes Comaposada in Paris in January 1982 in the one- 
room apartment filled with books where she had been living for forty-three 
years. Her compaifiero, the artist and sculptor Lobo, had the room next 
door. Everyone had described her to me as a woman who was very hand- 
some, yet delicate and frail. She is, in fact, a very small woman, but lively 
and absolutely in possession of her faculties. On those occasions when we 
walked outside, I was astounded at the speed with which she seemed 
almost to run through the streets. Even in her late eighties, she retained that 
“distinguished” presence which so characterized her in the eyes of the 
young women she was to educate in classes sponsored by Mujeres Libres. 

Mercedes was born in Barcelona in 1900 to a strongly committed 
socialist father. Late in her teens, she left home to study in Madrid, and 
there she discovered the CNT. When invited by compafieros in the CNT to 
give a series of classes at the local union hall, she was appalled at the ways 
in which they treated the women who attended, and shortly thereafter, 
together with Lucia Sanchez Saornil, who had had similar experiences, she 
committed herself to educating and enculturating women, encouraging 
them to develop the full range of their potential. Within a few years, their 
dream had taken shape as Mujeres Libres. 

Mercedes insisted that “we never called ourselves ‘founders,’ only ini- 
tiators.” Although her use of the term initiator, rather than founder, implies 
a rejection of personal power or authority, Mercedes clearly sees herself as 
the sole legitimate spokesperson for Mujeres Libres. She has been work- 
ing for some years to organize and edit the organization’s papers, and she 
is wary of those who attempt to publish or speak about them before she has 
completed her work. Although she has refused all invitations to speak 
about Mujeres Libres at anarchist and/or feminist gatherings (apparently 
out of concern that her remarks would be misunderstood or taken out of 
context), she has also been critical of others who have agreed to do so, on 
the grounds that they were too young then or came into the organization 
too late to really understand what it was about. Her position is obviously a 
complicated one, and our relationship has been somewhat problematic as 
a consequence. 

Through Mercedes, however, I also met Soledad Estorach, one of the 
originators of the Barcelona group that was to become part of Mujeres 
Libres in the fall of 1936. When I first met her in Paris in January 1982, 
she looked much younger than her sixty-six years. We spent many hours in 
her small flat, talking about her youth, her involvement in the CNT and in 
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Mujeres Libres, and her views on the situation of women in society. She 
had been described to me as a dynamo, the one who really was Mujeres 
Libres in Barcelona. Everything I saw and heard of her certainly confirmed 
that impression. 

Soledad grew up ina small village about two hundred kilometers from 
Barcelona, although, as she explained, she did “not live the traditional life 
of a campesina.” Her father, who had spent many years living outside of 
Spain and who taught classes for adults, also taught Soledad to read and 
write—skills virtually unknown to young girls of her class. The knowledge 
she gained from him was political as well: “He had very advanced ideas 
that affected me deeply—especially notions of justice.” Her mother’s fam- 
ily was very different; ““They were landholders and very religious.” 

Her father died when she was eleven, and Soledad had to begin work- 
ing. A teacher in a neighboring village who had been a friend of her 
father’s continued her lessons for a few hours each week. The family man- 
aged to remain in the village until she was about fifteen. By then, howev- 
er, she was under increasing pressure from her mother and her mother’s 
family to marry, to find a man to support her and her family. But, as she 
put it, “I was faithful to my father, his world, and his ideas. I wanted to 
travel as he had, to learn... didn’t want to live my life within the four walls 
of a house. I wanted to travel, to conquer the world. I persuaded my moth- 
er to let me go to Barcelona, where I could work in an uncle’s shop, make 
money to support the family, and also get an education.”’® 


She went first and was soon joined by her mother and younger sister. 
Initially she worked in her uncle’s shop, but economic crisis forced him to 
close his business, and Soledad had to find other work. She went into 
domestic service, but her hours were long (from 5 A.M. until | A.M.!), and 
the pay was insignificant. So, after a short while, she began working in a 
factory, hoping both to earn more money and to have more time for her 
“education.” Late in 1930 she also began attending night school and meet- 
ing compafieros from the CNT, which was still operating clandestinely. 

In 1931, after the fall of the monarchy, she found her way to an ateneo 
(a storefront school and cultural center), where she met Abelardo Saavedra 
(the grandfather of Enriqueta and Azucena), who impressed her deeply 
with the power of his beliefs. “He was,” she recalled, “for young people 
like a book that never closed.” She joined the youth group at the ateneo and 
became a militante. Soon she was spending virtually all of her time in 
meetings or preparing for meetings, elated by the community and the 
excitement of collective action. By 1934 she was discussing with other 
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women activists the difficulties that women often experienced within the 
CNT, and they established a sort of mutual support network, the Grupo cul- 
tural femenino, CNT (female cultural group, CNT). When, after the estab- 
lishment of Mujeres Libres in Madrid in 1936, Mercedes came to 
Barcelona, the Catalan group quickly agreed to associate themselves. 

I should mention one more vieja, Pura Perez Arcos, who lives with her 
compafiero, Federico Arcos, in Windsor, Ontario. Pura was born in 
Valencia in 1919, and moved with her family to the village of Jativa three 
years later. Both her father and grandfather were transport workers and 
members of the CNT, and Pura had grown up hearing “much talk about 
injustice.” At her insistence her parents sent her to elementary school with 
an older cousin who was living with them, and she stayed in the school, 
eagerly soaking up the knowledge, even beyond the expected school-leav- 
ing age of eleven or twelve. She felt particularly fortunate when the 
Republic was proclaimed in 1931, because the new government estab- 
lished more schools—including secondary schools—and she was able to 
continue her education. When her father was transferred to Barcelona in 
1933, however, the high cost of living there meant that Pura had to leave 
school and go to work. A few months later the family settled in the barrio 
of E] Clot, where Pura was able to continue her education at night in the 
Escuela Natura, a rationalist school. There she met young anarchists, 
joined an ateneo, and became involved in the libertarian movement. During 
the war and revolution, she returned to Valencia and spent time on a col- 
lective. She was also active in Mujeres Libres, and worked with Soledad 
Estorach in Barcelona and with Suceso Portales in Valencia. 

After the war and several years spent in the underground anti-Franco 
movement, Federico made his way to Canada, got a job in an automobile 
plant, and settled in Windsor. Pura remained in Spain for some years, suf- 
fering through the horrors of the early Franco era. She joined Federico in 
1959 and worked in Windsor as a nurse until her recent retirement. Now 
she spends her time reading, taking courses at the local universities, and 
producing pressed-flower pictures. Over the years she has maintained 
active contact with Sara Berenguer Guillén in southern France and with 
Mercedes and Soledad in Paris, and she is helping to organize and edit the 
papers of Mujeres Libres. Her insight and help—particularly in translating 
the activities and visions of Mujeres Libres into contemporary language— 
have been invaluable. 
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As I have studied the literature of Mujeres Libres and of the Spanish 
anarchist movement, spoken and corresponded with the women I have met, 
and attempted to understand their lives and activities, three themes have 
arisen to provide a focus for this book: community, empowerment, and 
diversity. Mujeres Libres, like the Spanish libertarian movement, was col- 
lectivist and communalist in orientation, which meant that it was commit- 
ted to a vision of socicty in which the self-development of each is con- 
nected to the development of all.'’ Freedom and equality, individual iden- 
tity and community, were understood to be mutually interdependent, each 
the precondition for the other. The women of Mujeres Libres therefore 
understood consciousness-change and empowerment to be both individual 
and collective processes. They believed that empowerment could take 
place only in the context of communities and/or organizations that 
acknowledged and valued the diversity of their constituents. 

With respect to their understanding of the relationship between indi- 
viduals and communities, Mujeres Libres and Spanish libertarians would 
have taken sharp issue with the classical liberal formulations of this rela- 
tionship so common in contemporary U.S. culture. They shared with 
socialists the sense that individual identity and community, rather than 
being at odds with one another, are inextricably linked. Marxists, anar- 
chists, feminists, and other social constructionists have insisted that human 
needs and consciousness are products of our social relationships, and, thus, 
to speak of individuals outside of a social context makes little or no sense. 
They further insist that what we understand as “freedom” is itself a social 
product.'® 

But much recent feminist social-historical research and theorizing have 
gone beyond even this formulation, emphasizing the importance of com- 
munal/collective networks in constituting people and providing the con- 
texts for consciousness and empowerment.'? This emphasis on networks 
and social context is giving rise to new conceptualizations of politics, as 
rooted not in individuals and their needs and concerns, but in what we 
might term “social subcollectivities,”’ with a consequent focus on their con- 
stitution, their boundaries, and power relations within them.”° For contem- 
porary feminist researchers, this approach has led to explorations of the 
place of networks, community, and connection in the lives of women, both 
in earlier times and in the present.”! 

Spanish anarchists and the women of Mujeres Libres clearly recognized 
the importance of such connections and of the social constitution of per- 
sonhood, and like their earlier “sisters” in the British utopian socialist 
movement (though, apparently without any direct knowledge of that 
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group’s existence or activities), they attempted to develop organizational 
forms and activities that would enable people to experience them. As I will 
show in chapter 2, this perspective led them to address people in a variety 
of contexts, including in rural communities and urban barrios, as well as, in 
workplaces. For the women of Mujeres Libres, this perspective also meant 
an emphasis on the significance of gender, both in constituting communi- 
ties and in creating the conditions for consciousness-change and liberation. 

The second, related theme that emerged from my engagement with this 
material concerns issues of power, domination, and empowerment. 
Spanish anarchists and anarcho-syndicalists developed and attempted to 
act upon, an understanding of the nature of power and hierarchy in socie- 
ty—and of strategies to overcome it—which differed significantly from 
both Marxist and liberal strategies and which speaks directly to the con- 
cerns of much contemporary feminist theorizing about the interaction of 
hierarchies of gender, race, and class. Although the range of feminist 
scholarship on this topic is enormous and growing, theoretical frameworks 
have tended to fall into three well-known categories—liberal feminists, 
socialist feminists, and radical feminists. These categories are differentiat- 
ed according to their understanding of the nature and sources of the subor- 
dination of women in societies and of the relationship between gender 
inequality and inequalities based on class, ethnic-cultural, religious, or 
other differences. 

Anarchists agree with socialists, socialist feminists, and radical femi- 
nists that the factors involved in understanding social inequality—and sex- 
ual inequality in particular—go beyond mere discrimination. Yet Spanish 
anarchists echoed many of the concerns of earlier utopian socialists, dif- 
fering from Marxists (and from contemporary socialist-feminists and rad- 
ical feminists) in important ways. Instead of treating either class relations 
or sexual divisions as the most basic form of subordination on which all 
others depend, anarchists saw hierarchy, formalized authority, as an equal- 
ly crucial problem. They recognized various types of subordination (e.g., 
political and sexual, as well as economic) as more or less independent rela- 
tionships, each of which would need to be addressed by a truly revolution- 
ary movement. 

In her study of British Owenites, Barbara Taylor argues that those early 
utopian socialists developed an analysis of society and domination that 
treated people as being rooted in collectivity. Further, they recognized a 
need to address both gender and class as manifestations of domination. 
Nevertheless, as she points out, this multifaceted analysis of oppression 
was relatively short-lived. Within a few years, there was no place for “fem- 
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inism” in socialist notions of solidarity. “Sex-equality radicalism,’ which 
had been an important aspect of utopian socialism, was lost when scientif- 
ic socialism developed, emphasizing class as the central category of analy- 
sis. In the consequent “splitting” that occurred, feminism lost its class 
analysis and socialism lost its feminist dimension.” 

Although the power of Marxist analysis derives precisely from its 
insistence that economic relationships are at the root of all relations of 
domination and subordination in society, many feminist critics insisted 
early on that this monolithic approach to oppression was also Marxism’s 
limitation. Marxist socialist analysis had no room for an independent 
understanding of the subordination of women, which exists in socialist as 
well as in capitalist societies, irrespective of the “mode of production.” But 
to “add women and stir” to a Marxist analytical model yields only confu- 
sion, since it destroys the power that derives specifically from the claim of 
that analysis to root al/ hierarchies in economic relations. 

In its insistence that hierarchy needs to be addressed and uprooted, 
independent of economic relations, anarchism seems, by contrast, to offer 
an analytical model that could accommodate multiple relationships of 
domination and subordination without necessarily insisting that one is 
more fundamental than the others. Precisely because it acknowledged this 
multidimensional character of subordination, the experience of Mujeres 
Libres can be a very fruitful source for contemporary feminists struggling 
to develop an understanding of women’s subordination and empowerment 
that can attend to differences of ethnicity, race, and class. 

In locating individual identity in community and recognizing hierar- 
chical power structures (whether based on gender. religion. or class) as 
limits to the development both of communities and of the individuals who 
constitute them, Mujeres Libres attempted to develop strategies for 
empowerment (capacitacién) that would enable previously subordinated 
women and men to realize their own capacities. Feminists and democratic 
activists in the United States are, of course, struggling with related ques- 
tions: What does empowerment mean? How can we empower ourselves (or 
others) without creating new relationships of “power over’ others? 
Starhawk’s recent analysis of power as “‘power over,” “power within,” and 
“power with” represents one example of these contemporary feminist— 
and, specifically, ecofeminist—explorations.” The experience of Mujeres 
Libres can contribute much to this discussion. 

Finally, related to these issues is the question of diversity. Although 
Spanish anarchists insisted on the importance of community and on the 
mutual interdependence of community and individuality, they also argued 
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that shared visions need not be based on sameness and that communities 
can not only incorporate, but be strengthened by, diversity. 

That vision, of course, is easier to point to than to live out. The story 
of Mujeres Libres is, in many ways, one of an attempt to build a movement 
that would incorporate at least one set of differencesthose based on gen- 
der. The women of Mujeres Libres, working within the context of the 
Spanish anarchist movement, pressed their comrades, both male and 
female, to rethink what their community was, who belonged to it, whom it 
served, and how it operated. In the process, they pushed both anarchist the- 
ory and anarchist practice in exciting new directions. 

This dimension of their activity poses important challenges and opens 
possibilities for us today. It is not coincidental that, as we increasingly 
acknowledge the power of communal connections in our own lives, con- 
temporary U.S. feminists and democratic theorists are exploring just what 
we mean by community. Within the larger feminist movement, it has been 
women of color who first and most consistently raised the question of the 
place of community in personal identity and insisted that any truly femi- 
nist vision—and community—must be one that not only tolerates but also 
nourishes diversity.” 

More recently, white feminists have begun seriously discussing the 
meaning and significance of diversity among women.” Increasing num- 
bers of white women are coming to realize that there may be no such thing 
as “woman” and that our identities as individual women are crucially con- 
nected to the particular ethnic, religious, and cultural groups that also con- 
tribute to our identity. Of course, many women of color, working-class 
women, Jewish women, and members of other oppressed groups have been 
all too aware of the significance of such differences, insufficiently reflect- 
ed in the larger “women’s movement.’”° What, then, does this mean for 
feminist organizing or feminist theorizing? In recognizing class or ethnic 
differences among women, must we abandon any notion of commonality? 

Mujeres Libres focused on gender differences between women and 
men within the larger libertarian movement, rather than on class or ethnic 
differences among women. Nevertheless, the struggles they underwent to 
recognize and validate difference while insisting on equality are certainly 
instructive. In addition, I believe that some of their wariness about femi- 
nism may have stemmed from their understanding of themselves as work- 
ing-class women and of the differences between the needs and experiences 
of working-class and middle-class women. Thus, although the issues they 
addressed were framed rather differently from our own—they focused pri- 
marily on gender differences within a working-class movement, rather 
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than on class or ethnic differences within a women’s movement—the 
struggles they confronted, the strategies they devised, their successes, and 
their failures may yet prove valuable to us. 

In the early years of this century and through the period of the Spanish 
Civil War (1936-1939), anarchists and anarcho-syndicalists in Spain 
developed not only a theoretical perspective, but also a network of eco- 
nomic, political, and cultural organizauions and activities that provided a 
context in which to test their perspectives on community and diversity, 
domination and empowerment. Spanish libertarians strived to create com- 
munities that respected the individuality of their members, while at the 
same time they insisted that individuality could be developed and experi- 
enced only in community. The women who founded Mujeres Libres were 
all firmly committed to the goals of the movement and deeply involved in 
its organizations. Each had been nurtured by it. Many described them- 
selves as having come to a full sense of who they were only in and through 
the activities of the groups they joined, whether unions, storefront schools 
and cultural centers, hiking clubs, or the like. The libertarian community 
became essential to their newly developing sense of self. 

Yet, at the same time, they felt that something was missing for women. 
The realization was a painful one: the community they experienced 
through the anarcho-syndicalist movement was so important to them that 
they feared anything that might undermine its unity and integrity. Still, 
each came to insist that, both for the sake of her own and other women’s 
development and for the sake of the movement itself, a separate organiza- 
tion devoted to women’s emancipation was essential. That decision was 
not an easy one for any of them, and it often met with stiff opnosition fram 
their comrades, both male and female. 

My purpose here is to chronicle the struggles of these women and, in 
the process, to illuminate our own: to review the theoretical and activist tra- 
ditions in Spain that gave birth to the libertarian movement, to attempt to 
understand how and why these women came to believe that an autonomous 
women’s organization was necessary, to examine how they came to under- 
stand the relationship between their project—and their autonomy—and the 
long-term goals of the libertarian community, and to explore how they were 
received by the mainstream organizations of that movement. While con- 
temporary feminist and democratic struggles for a more egalitarian society 
differ significantly from theirs, we, too, strive to create relationships that 
can nurture without stifling and communities that can provide meaningful 
contexts for commitment. By linking our stories to theirs, I hope we can not 
only learn from, but be empowered by, our history. 


ANARCHIST REVOLUTION AND THE LIBERATION OF WOMEN 


When the Republic came, many people went to storm the prisons to free 
the prisoners, and I went, too. There was some guy there shouting, 
“Abajo la politica! [Down with politics! ] Abajo la Guardia Civil! 
[Down with the Civil Guard!] .. . all sorts of abajos.” And then he 
yelled, “Viva la anarquia!” [Long live anarchy]. And I thought, “Aha, 
here is an anarchist.” This was my first encounter with an anarchist— 
and he did not look like he was a terrible person. He had a good face.' 
—Soledad Estorach 


People would say to us, “Were you children baptized?” and we would 
say to them, “We weren’t baptized.” “How terrible, what girls! Such 
beautiful children” —because we were six handsome sisters (I mean 
from the standpoint of health) and one brother—” being brought up 
without God, you are like dogs!” And we would say, “No, you are the 
ones who are like dogs, that you need a master.” * 

—Enriqueta Rovira 


Domination in all its forms—whether exercised by governments, religious 
institutions, or through economic relations—is for anarchists the source of 
all social evil. While anarchism shares with many socialist traditions a rad- 
ical critique of economic domination and an insistence on the need for a 
fundamental economic restructuring of society on a more egalitarian basis, 
it goes beyond Marxist socialism in developing an independent critique of 
the state, of hierarchy, and of authority relations in general. Where social- 
ists have traced the roots of a/l domination to the division of labor in the 
economy, anarchists have insisted that power has its own logic and will not 
be abolished through attention to economic relations alone. 

Anarchism aims to abolish hierarchy and structured relations of domi- 
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nation and subordination in society. It also aims to create a society based 
on equality, mutuality, and reciprocity in which each person is valued and 
respected as an individual. This social vision is combined with a theory of 
social change that insists that means must be consistent with ends, that 
people cannot be directed into a future society but must create it them- 
selves, thereby recognizing their own abilities and capacities. In both its 
vision of the idcal society and its theory of how that society must be 
achieved, anarchism has much to offer contemporary feminists. The anar- 
chist analysis of relations of domination provides a fruitful model for 
understanding the situation of women in society and for relating women’s 
condition to that of other oppressed groups. A theory of social change that 
insists on the unity of means and ends and on the strengths of the 
oppressed provides a striking contrast to many existing theories—and most 
existing practice—of social revolutionary movements. 

Furthermore, some nineteenth-century anarchist writers and activists, 
both in Spain and elsewhere in Europe and the United States, specifically 
addressed themselves to the subordination of women in their societies and 
insisted that full human emancipation required not just the abolition of 
capitalism and of authoritarian political institutions but also the overcom- 
ing of women’s cultural and economic subordination, both inside and out- 
side the home. As early as 1872, for example, an anarchist congress in 
Spain declared that women ought to be fully the equals of men in the home 
and in the workplace. 

Yet neither the theory of anarchism as it developed in Spain and else- 
where in Europe during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries nor 
the practice of anarcho-syndicalism in Spain was egalitarian in the full 
sense of the word.’ Although many writers seemed to acknowledge the 
importance of women’s emancipation to the anarchist project and the 
importance of women to the movement, few gave these concerns top pri- 
ority. As was the case with socialist movements throughout Europe, many 
anarchists treated the issue of women’s subordination as, at best, second- 
ary to the emancipation of workers, a problem that would be resolved “on 
the morrow of the revolution.” 

The founding of Mujeres Libres represented an effort by women with- 
in the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist movement both to challenge the move- 
ment to fulfill its promise to women and to empower women to claim their 
places within that movement and within the larger society. At the same time 
that the founders were frustrated by the failure of the movement to ade- 
quately incorporate women and issues of concern to women, they neverthe- 
less remained convinced that the movement provided the only context for 
achieving a true liberation of women. 
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My aim in this book is to make clear just what Mujeres Libres’ vision 
was and to explore its relevance for contemporary feminists and social 
change activists. But in order to do so, we must first locate it—as did the 
women of Mujeres Libres themselves—in the context of anarcho-syndi- 
calist theory and practice. In this chapter, I examine the works of Spanish 
anarchist writers and others in the “communalist anarchist” tradition who 
provided the theoretical grounding of the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist 
movement. My aim is to highlight their approaches to the understanding of 
women’s subordination, their critiques of hierarchy and domination, and 
their understanding of the process of fully integrating a concern with the 
subordination of women into a theory of radical social transformation. But 
I also wish to explore the ambiguities evident in these analyses, the ways 
that—-despite the apparent awareness at the core of anarchist theory that 
relations of domination were manifold and complex—attention to the sub- 
ordination of women was repeatedly given lower priority than the oppres- 
sion of male workers. This contextualization of Mujeres Libres’ program 
and activities should lay the basis for a demonstration of the ways Mujeres 
Libres’ programs effectively addressed the weaknesses of anarcho-syndi- 
calism at the time and constituted both a critique and extension of Spanish 
anarcho-syndicalist theory and practice. 

I focus here on Spanish anarcho-syndicalist analyses of domination 
and subordination, on the vision of an egalitarian society, and on the 
process of empowerment, specifically as related to the situation of women. 
Exploration of these concerns on a theoretical level can then serve as back- 
drop and counterpoint to the more historical analysis of the roots of 
Mujeres Libres in the anarcho-syndicalist movement, which I undertake in 
chapter 2. In fact, for anarchists, theory and practice were hardly distin- 
guishable in this sense. The theoretical positions we will be discussing in 
this chapter were developed in the context of historical struggles, at the 
same time that they contributed to the development of those struggles. I 
separate them here only for analytical purposes. 


Domination and Subordination 


Anarchist visions are politically, socially, and economically egalitari- 
an. Politically and socially, an anarchist society is a society without gov- 
ernment, without institutionalized hierarchical relationships or patterns of 
authority. Anarchists claim that people can organize and associate them- 
selves on the basis of need, that individuals or small groups can initiate 
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social action, and that centralized political coordination is not only harm- 
ful but also unnecessary. The right or authority to direct or command a sit- 
uation should not inhere in roles or offices to which some people have priv- 
ileged access or from which others are systematically excluded. Finally, 
anarchists are committed to nondominating relationships with the environ- 
ment, as well as with people. Anarchists have focused not on conquering 
nature, but on developing new ways to live (as much as possible) in har- 
mony with it.* 

Virtually all major social thinkers in the West have assumed that social 
order requires leadership, hierarchy, and, in particular, political authority. 
Many argue that social life, especially in a complex society, could not exist 
without structures of power and authority. “Society means that norms reg- 
ulate human conduct,” and norms require authorities with power to enforce 
them.° In a slightly different vein, social contract theorists have argued that 
political authority is necessary to create a stable social order, the precon- 
dition for moral choice. Theorists of social movements argue that it takes 
a strong person (or persons) to unite disparate individuals into a coherent 
unit and give them direction. Organization, in turn, requires that some peo- 
ple be in positions to give orders and that the rest—whether as “good citi- 
zens” or as “good revolutionaries” —be prepared to take and follow them.°® 

Anarchists argue in response that formal hierarchies are not only harm- 
ful but unnecessary and that there are alternative, more egalitarian ways in 
which to organize social life. Most important, along with socialists and, 
more recently, feminists, anarchists have insisted that human nature is a 
social construct; the way people behave is more a product of the institu- 
tions in which they/we are raised than of any inherent nature. Formal! hier- 
archical structures of authority may well create the conditions they are pre- 
sumably designed to combat: rather than preventing disorder, governments 
are among its primary causes.’ Hierarchical institutions foster alienated 
and exploitative relationships among those who participate in them, dis- 
empowering people and distancing them from their own reality. 
Hierarchies make some people dependent on others, blame the dependent 
for their dependency, and then use that dependency as a justification for the 
further exercise of authority.® 

Many Spanish anarchists used the existing subordination of women in 
society as an example to demonstrate the power of social institutions to 
create dependent persons. While there ware many views among Spanish 
anarchists about the nature of women and about the appropriate role for 
women in a future society, most anarchist writers seemed to agree that 
women were severely disadvantaged in Spanish society and that existing 
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inequalities between men and women were largely the product of social 
conditioning and male power. As early as 1903, for example, José Prat 
argued that “women’s ‘backwardness’ is a consequence of the way she has 
been, and still is, treated. ‘Nature’ has nothing to do with this...If woman 
is backward, it is because in all times man has kept her inferior, depriving 
her of all those rights which he was gradually winning for himself.” 
Gregorio Marafion and Mariano Gallardo, while acknowledging that there 
were significant sexual differences between women and men, argued that 
societal gender inequalities were the result of denying opportunities to 
women: “Woman’s...presumed inferiority is purely artificial, the inevitable 
consequence of a civilization which, by educating men and women sepa- 
rately and distinctly, makes of the woman a slave and of her compafiero a 
ferocious tyrant.””° 

Spanish anarchists, like contemporary feminists, argued that the exer- 
cise of power in any institutionalized form—whether economic, political, 
religious, or sexual—brutalizes both the wielder of power and the one over 
whom it is exercised. On the one hand, those who hold power tend only to 
develop an ever-increasing desire to maintain it. Governments, for exam- 
ple, may claim to represent a “common interest” or “general will.” But this 
claim is false and masks the state’s role in preserving and maintaining the 
economic and political power of the few over the many."! 

On the other hand, the exercise of power by some disempowers oth- 
ers.'* Those in positions of relative dominance tend to define the very char- 
acters of those subordinate to them. Through a combination of physical 
intimidation, economic domination and dependency, and psychological 
limitations, social institutions and practices affect the way everyone sees 
the world and her or his place in it. Anarchists argue that to be always in 
a position of being acted upon and never to be allowed to act is to be 
doomed to a state of dependence and resignation. Those who are constant- 
ly ordered about and prevented from thinking for themselves soon come to 
doubt their own capacities. Along with contemporary feminists,'* anar- 
chists insist that those who are defined by others have great difficulty 
defining, or naming, themselves and their experience and even more diffi- 
culty acting on that sense of self in opposition to societal norms, standards, 
and expectations." 

Anarchists, therefore, oppose permanent structures of authority in 
which particular people seem to find their “calling,” arguing that authority 
relations in society ought to be more fluid: “People are free. They work 
freely, change freely, contract freely.”'® 
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Community and Equality 


Many theorists, of course, have argued that, despite the negative effects 
of hierarchical structures, domination and subordination (whether in the 
political, economic, or sexual realm) are necessary for social life. In 
response, anarchists describe alternative ways to organize society that 
embody both freedom and equality in the broadest sense. Such visions 
locate individuals firmly in a communal context and require attention to 
economic relationships, to mechanisms for coordination, to sexuality and 
male-female relations, and to those ongoing systems of education and 
socialization that make it possible for a society to perpetuate itself over 
time. 

In place of inequality as a basis of organization, anarchists offer mutu- 
alism, reciprocity, and federalism. In place of hierarchy and domination, 
they propose to empower everyone to achieve his or her full potential, thus 
obviating the need for social, political, or sexual inequality. I will highlight 
those aspects of the anarchist theory of revolution that were to be of par- 
ticular significance for Mujeres Libres and through which we will see most 
clearly Mujeres Libres’ contribution to the development of the theory and 
practice of nonauthoritarian social change: the social nature of freedom, 
the vision of an egalitarian society, and the process of consciousness- 
change and empowerment. 

Freedom, or individual liberty, was a basic premise of the Spanish 
anarchist tradition. “Individual sovereignty” is a prime tenet of most anar- 
chist writing; the free development of one’s individual potential is one of 
the basic “rights” to which all humans are born.'’ Yet Spanish anarchists 
were tirmly rooted in the communalist-anarchist tradition. For them, free- 
dom was fundamentally a social product: the fullest expression of individ- 
uality and of creativity can be achieved only in and through community. As 
Carmen Condé (a teacher who was also active in Mujeres Libres) wrote, 
describing the relationship of individuality and community: “I and my 
truth; I and my faith...And I for you, but without ever ceasing to be me, so 
that you can always be you. Because I don’t exist without your existence, 
but my existence is also indispensable to yours.’”’'* They made frequent 
appeals to Kropotkin’s claim that social life was regulated not by an antag- 
onistic struggle for survival, but by “mutual aid”: “Without association, no 
life is possible.”’? Only in a fully egalitarian society, devoid of hierarchies 
of economic class, political, or sexual privilege, would everyone be free to 
develop to the fullest and would individual initiative be able to flourish.”° 


The focus on individuality and individual initiative, and the communal 
context that nourishes it, provided a potential context for Spanish anar- 
chists to address male-female differences. This perspective generated an 
awareness—at least on a theoretical level—of human diversity, of the vari- 
ety of ways people can contribute to the social whole, and of the benefits 
to the society of the incorporation of different groups. But the working out 
of this vision, whether in theory or in practice, as related to sexual differ- 
ences was much more limited. As contemporary feminists and minority 
activists have made us well aware, it is not always obvious how to ensure 
respect and equality in nonhomogeneous communities. Many supposedly 
egalitarian social forms have ignored differences between men and 
women, for example, or assumed they were irrelevant to politics, thus 
effectively reproducing the subordination of women.” 

The limits of the Spanish anarchist vision become clear as we examine 
their understandings of the basic constituents of social organization. Most 
Spanish anarchist writers located economic relationships at the center of 
their vision, insisting that the basic principle of social organization must be 
economic, rather than political. Economic relationships must be as non- 
hierarchical as possible, with respect both to the remuneration that people 
receive and to the structure of work. They differed among themselves as to 
what ought properly to constitute equality of reward, varying between col- 
lectivism (to each according to contribution) and communism (to each 
according to need). Nevertheless, all agreed that relative equality of reward 
was essential to the functioning of a just society. This was so both because 
economic inequalities are easily converted into social or political power 
and, more basically, because most human labor is collaborative and it is 
virtually impossible to assign value to an individual’s contribution to a col- 
lective task.” 

To say that economic equality must be at the root of a society based in 
reciprocity and mutuality, however, is insufficient to define what the over- 
all structure and organization of that society might look like. For commu- 
nalist anarchists, society was best conceived as a series of voluntary asso- 
ciations that, while recognizing individual autonomy, could still provide 
for the overall coordination essential to freedom and justice. Social order 
was to be achieved through the voluntary cooperation of locally based, 
decentralized units rather than through formal political structures. They 
pointed to railways, international postal services, and other forms of com- 
munication as models of networks, set up by voluntary agreement, that 
functioned efficiently to provide services to people without the interven- 
tion of some higher authority.”? 
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This central focus on economic structures, however, particularly in a 
society characterized by a sharp sexual division of labor, raised serious 
questions for women. How would women be involved? Would a new soci- 
ety challenge and overcome the sexual division of labor? Or would it leave 
that division in place and strive to achieve a kind of “separate but equa!” sta- 
tus for women? An emphasis on economic structures as the root of social 
organization effectively belied the anarchist insistence that domination and 
subordination had many facets and that economic issues were not the only 
ones that needed to be addressed. In fact, as we will see in chapter 2, 
debates about the core institutions and structures of the new society were to 
be quite divisive during the pre-Civil War period, although they rarely 
focused on the implications of these decisions for women’s position or par- 
ticipation. 

Most of the debate instead focused on what sorts of organizations 
would form the basis of the new society. Those who were to become 
known as anarcho-syndicalists (and who, by 1910, represented the major- 
ity position within the CNT) envisioned a society with unions at its base.”* 
Unions would be coordinated both locally and industrially through federa- 
tions to which each union (or group of unions) would send a delegate. This 
vision, however, provided little opportunity to nonworkers (including chil- 
dren, the unemployed, old people, the disabled, and nonworking mothers) 
to participate in social decision making. 

Others, identified as “‘anarchists” rather than as anarcho-syndicalists, 
insisted that unions represented too narrow a base for coordinating a liber- 
tarian communist society. Soledad Gustavo, Federico Urales, and Federica 
Montseny, for example, argued that unions are products of canitalism and 
that it does not make sense to assume that they would be the basis for 
organization and coordination in a transformed economy: “There are 
workers because there are bosses. Workerism will disappear with capital- 
ism, and syndicalism with wages.”’> Both Gustavo and Federica Montseny 
pointed to another tradition with a long history in Spain, the municipio 
libre (free commune): “Especially in agricultural villages, where the syn- 
dicalist solution is not appropriate even in a transitional sense, I reserve the 
right to pursue the revolution from the moment that we proclaim free com- 
munes throughout Spain, on the basis of the socialization of the land and 
of all the means of production, placed in the hands of producers.””° 
Interestingly, these two women who argued for a more community-focused 
organizational base were also two of the more outspoken supporters of 
women’s emancipation—although, to my knowledge, neither explicitly 
connected her concern for women’s emancipation with this organizational 
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focus on community as opposed to workplace. As we will see in chapter 2, 
community-based organizing strategies were often more successful than 
workplace-based ones in addressing issues of concern to women and in 
galvanizing women’s participation. 

Eventually, most theorists and CNT activists attempted to combine the 
municipio libre with the union, although the terms of the combination still 
tended to favor the syndical solution. Isaac Puente, for example, argued 
that the municipio libre in cities should actually be the local federation of 
unions. In rural areas, the town would hold everything within its bound- 
aries as common property; the communal decision-making body would be 
composed of “everyone who works.” The only ones exempted from this 
requirement would be the young, the sick, and the aged.”’ This resolution, 
of course, based social and political rights on economic productivity, even 
in the “free commune.” 

As we will see in the next chapter, to the extent that there was any res- 
olution of questions of organizational structure and vision, it was achieved 
through the practice of the anarcho-syndicalist movement; rather than 
through theoretical debates in the press. It is important to note here that the 
Spanish movement differed from most other European working-class 
movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the place 
it accorded to activities and organizations that were not strictly union-based. 
The differences between the Spanish and other movements took on partic- 
ular significance in the context of discussions about “woman’s place.” 

Significantly, neither Montseny’s nor Puente’s discussion of the free 
commune mentioned women—or, for that matter, unemployed men. As for 
the latter, we might well be meant to assume that, in a properly ordered 
society, there would be no unemployment—except of those who refuse to 
work—and that refusal to participate in the common business would justi- 
fy deprivation of political rights. Nevertheless, the position of women was 
much less clear, since these writers did not state whether both men and 
women would work (they make no mention of arrangements for child-care 
or child-rearing); whether they would count women’s domestic work as 
work (but, then, would there be a “union” to certify that women are work- 
ing properly in their homes?); or whether they simply did not expect to rec- 
ognize women with small children as full citizens. While Puente seemed to 
assume that all women would be workers, Mella addressed women as wives 
and daughters, rather than as workers: “Workers: your obligation 1s to throw 
yourselves into the struggle. Your wives will go with you, as they are no less 
slaves of the brutality of the bourgeoisie.’ Marafi6n argued that mother- 
hood was incompatible with work (since motherhood was, or at least should 
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be, a full-time occupation if done properly). Nevertheless, he argued that 
work was important for nonmothers, whom he seemed to treat as a special, 
even possibly abnormal, class of women.” 


Sexuality and the Subordination of Women 


In fact, the lack of agreement on these issues is evidence of a diver- 
gence among anarchist writers not only about the place of women within 
working-class organizations, but also about the nature of women’s subor- 
dination and of what would be necessary to overcome it. Mary Nash has 
suggested that two differing streams of thought about the nature of male- 
female relationships developed among Spanish anarchists during the 
course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.*' One, drawing on 
the writings of Proudhon (and exemplified in Spain by Ricardo Mella), 
treated women essentially as reproducers who make their contribution to 
society in and through their role in the home. According to this view, what 
was necessary for women’s emancipation was the revaluation of women’s 
work in the home; her work outside the home must always be secondary to 
that of men. The second stream (similar to a Marxist perspective), which 
found theoretical roots in the writings of Bakunin (and was exemplified, at 
least in its productivist aspects, in the works of Isaac Puente), insisted that 
women were the equals of men and that the key to women’s emancipation 
was their full incorporation into the paid labor force on equal terms with 
men. In this view, if women were to overcome their subordination, they 
would have to join the labor forces as workers and strugele in unions to 
improve the position of all workers.*” The official position of the CNT fol- 
lowed the latter view, though it should be noted that the acceptance of a 
theoretical commitment to women’s equality in the workplace was no 
guarantee that the majority of CNT members would act in accordance with 
that commitment. As we will see in chapter 2, the practice of the movement 
rarely lived up to its stated beliefs in this regard. 

Nevertheless, there were also those within the libertarian movement 
who insisted that organizing women into unions—even if it were possible 
to do so—would not, in itself, be sufficient. In their view, the sources of 
women’s subordination were broader and deeper than economic exploita- 
tion at the workplace. They argued that women’s subordination was as 
much a cultural phenomenon as an economic one and reflected a devalua- 
tion of women and their activities mediated through institutions such as 
family and church. Thus, in an article revealing her understanding of the 
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process of revolutionary change as it affected male-female relations, 
‘“Javierre” commented on reports from Pravda on the numbers of “new 
Soviet men” who had abandoned pregnant women: “Politics, alone, cannot 
make man morally ready for a common life...[These men] no more learned 
to be a man by Marxist baptism than they did by Christian baptism.” 
Furthermore, at least some Spanish anarchist writers located woman’s sub- 
ordination in her reproductive role and in the double standard of sexual 
morality. These, too, would have to change—through the adoption of a 
new sexual morality and the widespread use of birth control—if women 
were to be fully equal partners in a revolutionary society. 

Even this broader understanding was not without ambiguity. Kyralina 
(Lola Iturbe, the journalist who was to become an active supporter of 
Mujeres Libres) insisted on the need for an analysis and practice that took 
into account broader cultural phenomena. Yet her article “Anarchist 
Communism Will Liberate Women” reveals a belief, common to anarchist 
cultural critics early in the twentieth century, that the abolition of private 
property will lead to free love and the emancipation of women: “Only the 
reign of libertarian communism can provide a humane solution to the prob- 
lem of women’s emancipation. With the destruction of private property, 
this hypocritical morality will fall by the wayside, and we will be free...We 
will experience love with the complete freedom of our appetites, respect- 
ing all the various forms of amorous and sexual life.”** 

For many anarchist writers and activists, a reorganization of sexual and 
family life and a reconstitution of women’s roles were essential compo- 
nents of the revolutionary vision. In this attention to the “private” relations 
of family and sexuality, Spanish anarchists shared much both with nine- 
teenth-century utopian socialists and with contemporary feminists.** But 
there was more than one way to apply an anti-authoritarian analysis to sex- 
ual and familial relations. What was to be the structure and nature of fam- 
ilies and family relations in a new anarchist society? And how was 
woman’s social participation to relate to her familial or reproductive roles? 
Was the unquestioned authority of the husband/father in the family to be 
preserved, as Proudhon and his followers advocated, or was that authority, 
too, to be abolished and replaced with voluntary egalitarian relationships? 
Some Spanish anarchists apparently agreed with Proudhon; others advo- 
cated asceticism, opposed the use of alcohol and tobacco, and advocated 
monogamy or sexual chastity. The majority of writers who addressed this 
topic in the early years of the twentieth century, however, advocated gen- 
der equality and free love. This last group insisted that true freedom meant 
the full expression and development of all human capacities, including the 
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sexual. To them, prevailing social ideals of chastity, monogamy, and fideli- 
ty reflected a legacy of Christian repression and would be replaced in an 
ideal anarchist society by free love and egalitarian family structures. 

This latter position gained strength and legitimacy during the 1920s 
and 1930s, particularly as the works of Sigmund Freud, Havelock Ellis, 
and other sexologists began to be known. By the 1930s, Spanish anar- 
chists—writing in such journals of cultural criticism as La Revista Blanca 
and Estudios*\—were combining Freudian psychology, neo-malthusian 
rhetoric, and doctrines of free love to develop a broad picture of the impor- 
tance of sexuality and sexual emancipation to human development and, 
ultimately, to social revolution. 

A plethora of contributors to Estudios during the 1930s argued for a 
new sexual ethics, one based on the positive value of sexuality and oppo- 
sition to the double standard of sexual morality for men and women. These 
writers ridiculed anarchists who advocated chastity and the repressing of 
sexual urges. They insisted, to the contrary, that enforced abstinence led 
not only to the classic double standard (resulting in prostitution and the 
oppression of women) but also to stunted lives and, at worst, criminal 
behavior. They argued, following Freud, that sexuality was a basic life 
force and an important component of both psychic and social health. 
Rather than repress sexual feelings or divert them into prostitution, the 
writers concluded, people should learn more about sexuality—and practice 
birth control.°’ 

Dr. Felix Marti-Ibafiez, the “dean” of anarchist writers on psychosex- 
ual health matters, outlined a new perspective on the place of sexuality in 
human life.** First, he insisted on the importance of genital sexnality—for 
both men and women—as a component of human growth and development 
and of successful marriages. His articles rejected the church’s view that 
marriage existed only for the perpetuation of the species, and he insisted, 
instead, that marriage must be understood as a way of life, voluntarily cho- 
sen by two people. Whether in a marital or a nonmarital context, sex 
involved not just procreation, but recreation. Successful sexual relation- 
ships (whether marital or not) required a valuing and respecting of sexual- 
ity for both partners and a recognition that sexual union and satisfaction 
could be an end in itself, not just a means to produce children. 
Consequently, successful marriage would involve knowledge and use of 
birth control. His articles were intended both to articulate this new view of 
the place of sexuality in human life and to make information about birth 
control available to the proletariat.” 
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Marti-Ibafiez further argued that a new understanding of sexuality was 
necessary. For too long, he said, sexuality had been confused with genital- 
ity. He criticized the practice of enforced chastity, arguing that it denied 
important human needs. At the same time, he insisted that sexual energy 
could be channeled in a number of different directions and need not nec- 
essarily be expressed through genital contact: “Let us recognize that the 
genital—erotic impulses, the sexual act—is but one small part of the sex- 
ual, and that apart from this aspect, sexuality has many others (work, 
ideals, social or artistic creation, etc.)...Sexuality can express itself either 
erotically or through work in its various forms.*° Nevertheless, he asserted, 
if efforts to redirect sexual energy were not successful, neither young 
women nor young men should hesitate to have sexual experiences—as 
long as they did not assume that sex must be linked with love or that it 
required a woman to give up her sense of self or her sense of self-respect."! 

Despite their calls for new and freer attitudes toward sexuality, howev- 
er, virtually all these writers identified “normal sexuality” with heterosex- 
uality. This identification was usually implicit rather than explicit—their 
discussions of sexuality assumed and asserted the “normal” or “natural” 
attraction between people of the opposite sex. In his series on “Eugenics 
and Sexual Morality,” Marti-Ibafiez did address himself explicitly to the 
question of homosexuality. In an article focused primarily on the history of 
attitudes toward homosexuality, he attempted to distinguish between “‘sex- 
ual inversion” (“congenital homosexuality”) and “sexual perversion” (that 
practiced “voluntarily, out of snobbery or curiosity, or for utilitarian 
ends’’). Despite his efforts to delineate the two types, the article acknowl- 
edged that it is often difficult to determine which cause is primary. Finally, 
he asserted that there was nothing immoral about homosexuality and, 
therefore, that homosexual behavior should not be punished (any more 
than we would find it appropriate to punish a kleptomaniac who cannot 
help stealing!). At the same time, however, he made clear his belief that 
homosexuality was deviant and that homosexuals were “victims” of “‘sex- 
ual inversion.” 

Many writers recognized the potentially liberating impact of new atti- 
tudes toward sexuality for women. Abandonment of traditional attitudes 
toward chastity (which had always bound women much more strongly than . 
men—apparently even in anarchist circles) would free women to explore 
and express their own sexuality. More specifically, many writers—both 
men and women—had viewed women’s reproductive activity as the key to 
their subordination. As long as married women were subject to their hus- 
band’s sexual desires (an aspect of marital relations that was apparently 
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only rarely questioned at that time) and as long as there was no way to reg- 
ulate fertility, women would be subject to the emotional, physical, and psy- 
chic drain of repeated childbirths and the managing of a large household. 
The disabilities fell most dramatically on women of the working class. The 
control of fertility, then, could be particularly liberating for women. Maria 
Lacerda de Moura, a frequent contributor to Estudios on issues of women 
and sexuality, criticized anarchist men who opposed the dissemination of 
birth control information among the working classes: “For them, a woman 
is just a fertile and inexhaustible womb, destined to produce bourgeois sol- 
diers or, more accurately, red soldiers for the social revolution.’ On the 
contrary, she insisted, birth control could become a fundamental arm of the 
struggle for the liberation of women.* 

As had feminists and birth control advocates in the United States and 
in a variety of European contexts, Lacerda, Marafi6n, and other Spanish 
anarchists argued that both working-class families and individual working- 
class women suffered from the production of more children than a family 
could properly maintain and that the emancipation of women must also 
involve the choice of whether, when, and how often to become a mother. 
But they also insisted on the benefits of birth control for individual women: 
it could relieve women, both married and unmarried, of the fear of preg- 
nancy and thus allow them to enjoy sexual relations more fully.“ 

Some analysts took these arguments further, linking malthusianism, 
birth control, and class analysis to articulate an anarchist neomalthusian- 
ism. Dr. Juan Lazarte argued that the meaning and consequences of preg- 
nancy and birth varied with social class. Frequent pregnancies could be 
disastrous to a woman’s health and also to the health and stability of a fam- 
ily already strapped for resources. And the more children a family had, the 
higher the rates of infant mortality. In short, as Malthus had argued, the 
poor were particularly hurt by unlimited reproduction. But with the avail- 
ability of birth control, working people could replace “restraint” (of which 
Malthus did not believe the poor were capable) with birth control, which a 
conscious working class could use as a component of a strategy toward its 
liberation. With smaller families, workers’ wages could sustain higher lev- 
els of health and strength. Limiting births could also lead to a smaller wage 
force, reduced unemployment, more power for workers, and even an end 
to wars.*° 

Finally, in addition to making possible the separation of procreation 
and pleasure in the expression of sexuality, these new attitudes toward sex- 
uality had important implications for anarchist understandings of love and 
marriage. Many anarchists had claimed that permanent monogamous mar- 
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riage constituted a form of despotism, which required a virtual renuncia- 
tion of self on the part of women, and that free love (by which they meant 
the right of both men and women freely to choose a sexual relationship 
without benefit of clergy or state and freely to end it when it was no longer 
mutually satisfying) was the only appropriate manifestation of the natural 
tendencies of both men and women. Some of these writers assumed that, 
even in an ideal society, existing differences between men and women with 
respect to sexuality would continue to exist or that new ones would 
emerge; others insisted that existing differences were largely the product 
of social conditioning. But all assumed that, whatever the source of these 
differences, both men and women would be able to experience their sexu- 
ality more fully and more satisfyingly in a society that accorded full equal- 
ity to women.*° 

Critiques of both chastity and monogamous marriage were common 
during the 1920s and 1930s, and numerous articles appeared advocating 
either free love or “plural love” in its place. Beyond arguing for free love, 
many anarchist writers insisted that monogamy itself was a product of the 
desire for possessiveness, rooted in private property and in the subordina- 
tion of women, and that it would disappear in a future anarchist society.” 
Amparo Poch y Gascén, who was to become one of the founders of 
Mujeres Libres, wrote in Estudios in 1934 that traditional notions of 
monogamy made a woman, “whether she was still in love or not, a perma- 
nent possession of the man to whom the church or the judge gave her.” But, 
she argued, properly understood, monogamy “does not mean ‘forever, but 
as long as...the will and feelings of the lovers lasts.’ Furthermore, if 
women as well as men held such attitudes, all would be freer and more sat- 
isfied.** 

Maria Lacerda de Moura departed even further from accepted notions 
of monogamous love and marriage. “Love,” she insisted, “has always been 
in open struggle with monogamy.” In a truly egalitarian society, in which 
men and women were respected equally, monogamy would be replaced by 
plural love, the only form of sexual expression that would allow all people 
(in particular, women, who had been denied any sexual autonomy) the full 
growth, expression, and meeting of their sexual needs. By allowing both 
women and men to have more than one lover at a time, she insisted, plural 
love would eliminate most problems of jealousy, allow women to be truly 
free to choose their mate (or mates), and end prostitution and the sexual 
exploitation of women (since unmarried, sexually active women would no 
longer be stigmatized and vulnerable).” 

Nevertheless, many writers were not as sanguine as she was. At the 
very least, they recognized that doctrines of either free love or plural love 
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would be much more complicated to apply in practice than in theory. Many 
writers, especially women, were quick to point out that few anarchists 
actually practiced what they preached when it came to equality for women. 
Soledad Gustavo noted, for example, that “a man may like the idea of the 
emancipation of women, but he is not so fond of her actually practicing 
it...In the end, he may desire the other’s woman, but he will lock up his 
own,”? 

In response to criticisms raised of Clara, the sexually emancipated 
female heroine of her novel La Victoria, Federica Montseny argued that the 
notion of a weak, adoring woman protected by a strong man, though 
appealing to some male anarchists, was hardly a libertarian vision. Very 
few women may have been ready to live according to, or even to conceive 
of, a free and unlimited mutual freedom. But “there [were] even fewer men 
capable of accepting her.””! 

In Montseny’s view, the fact that few Spanish women were morally 
ready for their emancipation, enslaved as they were by traditional attitudes 
and beliefs, presented a more serious problem than did male resistance to 
sexual and economic equality. Emma Goldman had argued that women 
needed internal emancipation to know their own value, respect themselves, 
and refuse to become psychic or economic slaves to their male lovers. But, 
Montseny lamented, Goldman gave no real guidance about how to achieve 
that liberation.” 

In the case of familial and sexual relations, as in the economic realm, 
the ideal was equality with difference. Both women and men should be 
free to develop and express their sexuality, inside or outside what we might 
now term a “committed sexual relationship.” Both should he free to 
enter—and to leave—sexual relationships without bringing down on them- 
selves social condemnation or ostracism. Families, too, should be egalitar- 
ian institutions—the unquestioned authority of the father ought to be 
replaced by reciprocity and mutual respect. 

These, then, are the major components of the anarchist social vision— 
a society in which all people are respected equally and mutually, in the 
sexual as well as the economic and political realms, a society organized 
around people’s contributions to the ongoing life of the community, in 
which there are no relations of domination and subordination and in which 
decisions must be made by all and acceptable to all. But how is that soci- 
ety to be achieved? How are the “new anarchist man and woman” to be 
created? 
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Revolutionary Transformation: Consistency of Means and Ends 


Recognizing the social construction of relations of domination and 
subordination is, of course, not the same as changing them. The complex- 
ities of the anarchist perspective on revolutionary change become clear 
when we examine the attempts of Spanish anarchists to deal with over- 
coming subordination in general and the subordination of women in par- 
ticular. How would it come about that self-interested, disempowered peo- 
ple—and anarchists were quick to admit that people living in capitalist 
societies were hardly immune to the self-interest that those social and eco- 
nomic arrangements reinforce—would come both to recognize their own 
capacities and to direct their attentions to the needs of others? How were 
people to achieve the inner emancipation that would enable them to rec- 
ognize their own worth and demand recognition from the larger society? 
How would they develop a sense of justice appropriate to living in an egal- 
itarian society? And how would such a society generate continued com- 
mitment to its values? More specifically, if women’s subordination is a 
product of social institutions, and if social institutions disempower those 
who would attempt to overthrow them, how are those institutions to be 
changed? 

One of the defining characteristics of the communalist-anarchist tradi- 
tion is the insistence that means must be consistent with ends. If the goal 
of revolutionary struggle is a nonhierarchical egalitarian society, then it 
must be created through the activities of a nonhierarchical movement. 
Otherwise, participants will never be empowered to act independently, and 
those who lead the movement will direct the postrevolutionary society. In 
the words of one participant in the civil war experience, “a la libertad sdlo 
se llega por caminos libertarios” [one only achieves freedom through lib- 
ertarian means].°’ As Kropotkin had written about the dilemmas of parlia- 
mentary socialists, “You thought you would conquer the State, but the 
State will end up conquering you.””* 

But where existing practices disempower people, how are they to 
become empowered? The anarchist commitment to an egalitarian, non- 
hierarchical revolutionary process seems to require that people recognize 
their own abilities in order to participate. Successful anarchist revolution 
apparently depends on the prior achievement of what is perhaps the most 
complex aim of the revolutionary movement itself: popular empowerment. 

The solution to this paradox is to be found in anarchist understandings 
of the revolutionary process. People are expected to prepare themselves for 
revolution (and for living in a communitarian society) by participating in 
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activities and practices that are themselves egalitarian, empowering, and 
therefore transformative. There can be no hierarchy structured into the 
process of social change. The way to create a new society is to create new 
reality. 


Direct Action 


We can best understand the Spanish anarchist perspective on empow- 
erment and the process of consciousness-change by examining their com- 
mitment to decentralism and “direct action.” Decentralism referred to an 
insistence that revolution must be, at its core, a local phenomenon, grow- 
ing out of the concrete realities of people’s day-to-day lives. A revolution- 
ary movement develops from people’s struggles to overcome their own 
subordination, and it must speak to the particularities of their situation. 
Thus, as we will see, one important new institution that Spanish anarchists 
created was the ateneo libertario (storefront cultural center), which served 
as a school, a recreational group, and gathering place for working-class 
young people in the years preceding the war. As Enriqueta Rovira 
explained, describing one such group, 


We were in a group called Sol y Vida [sun and life] with both boys and 
girls...We did theater pieces, gymnastics, went on trips to the mountains, 
to the sea...It was both a cultural and a recreational group...There was 
always a little [educational] talk of some sort. And in that way, ideas got 
stirred up, they created a sense of being compafieros and compafieras. 
True, people went to union meetings and the like, but relations within our 
group were more intimate, the explanations more extensive. That’s where 
we were formed, most deeply, ideologically.* 


Direct action meant that the goal of any and all of these activities was 
to provide ways for people to get in touch with their own powers and 
capacities, to take back the power of naming themselves and their lives. It 
was to be distinguished from more conventional political activity even in a 
democratic system. Instead of attempting to make change by forming 
interest groups to pressure politicians, anarchists insisted that we learn to 
think and act for ourselves by joining together in organizations in which 
our experience, our perception, and our activity can guide and make the 
change.*’ Knowledge does not precede experience, it flows from it: “We 
begin by deciding to work, and through working, we learn...We will learn 
how to live in libertarian communism by living in it.”°* People learn how 
to be free only by exercising freedom: “We are not going to find our- 
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selves...with people ready-made for the future...Without the continued 
exercise of their faculties, there will be no free people...The external rev- 
olution and the internal revolution presuppose one another, and they must 
be simultaneous in order to be successful.””” 

Direct action activities that arose from day-to-day needs and experi- 
ences represented ways in which people could take control of their lives. 
As feminists have learned, whether through consciousness-raising groups 
or in community organizing, participation in such activities would have 
both internal and external effects, allowing people to develop a sense of 
competence and self-confidence while they acted to change their situation. 
Engagement of this sort empowered people and fortified them to act 
together again. Soledad described the effects of active participation in the 
movement on her life and on her friends: “It was an incredible life, the life 
of a young militant. A life dedicated to struggle, to knowledge, to remak- 
ing society. It was characterized by a kind of effervescence...It was a very 
beautiful youth, of camaraderie...[ was always involved in strikes and 
actions, anywhere. We lived on very little...The men and boys earned 
somewhat more than we did—but we didn’t really resent it...sometimes, it 
seemed we lived on air alone.’ The sense of empowerment was also clear 
in Enriqueta’s recollections: “For the love of those campafieros, and that 
vision so strong, we would have battled with the Virgin Mary herself!’”’ 

Further, direct action not only empowered those who participated in it, 
it also had affects on others through what anarchists termed “propaganda 
by the deed.” Often, that term meant bomb-throwing, assassination 
attempts, and the like. It had another meaning, however, referring to a kind 
of exemplary action that attracted adherents by the power of the positive 
example it set. Contemporary examples of propaganda by the deed include 
food or day-care coops, collectively run businesses, sweat equity housing 
programs, women’s self-help health collectives, urban squats, or women’s 
peace camps. While such activities empower those who engage in them, 
they also demonstrate to others that non-hierarchical forms of organization 
can and do exist—and that they can function effectively. 

Obviously, if such actions are to have the desired empowerment 
effects, they must be largely self-generated, rather than being devised and 
directed from above. Hence, the anarchist commitment to a strategy of 
“spontaneous organization,” noncoercive federations of local groups. The 
aim was to achieve order without coercion by means of what we might call 
“‘federative networking,” which brought together representatives of local 
groups (unions, neighborhood associations, consumer coops, or the like). 
The crucial point was that neither the individual groups nor the larger 
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coordinating body could claim to speak or act for others. Ideally, they 
would be more forums for discussion than directive organizations. 
Spontaneous organization would demonstrate in practice that those who 
had experienced oppression were still capable of rational thought and 
action, able to come to know what their needs were and to develop ways 
to meet them.” 


Preparation 


Finally, and most important, direct action could take place only within 
a context of “preparation.” In the words of Federica Montseny, “Una rev- 
olucién no se improvisa” (one doesn’t improvise a revolution).*’ Although 
all people had within them a sense of equality and justice based in their 
participation in social relationships, that almost instinctive sense was 
insufficient to lead to revolutionary action. Preparation was necessary both 
to point out to people the communal nature and context of their plight and 
to enable them to recognize the possibilities of their collective action. 
Without such preparation, “revolution” would lead only to the reinstitution 
of authority in new forms. In fact, many anarchists, writing in the years just 
after the Russian Revolution, pointed to the USSR as a negative example 
of how hierarchy was easily reimposed in the absence of sufficient prepa- 
ration.™ 

However paradoxical it may seem, people must be prepared to act 
spontaneously on their own behalf. Along with Marx, anarchists believed 
that the best preparation, the best technique for what we call conscions- 
ness-raising, was action. “Capitalism is mortally wounded, but its agony 
will be prolonged until we are ready to substitute for it successfully. And 
we will not achieve that by pretty-sounding phrases, but by demonstrating 
our constructive and organizing capacity.”® People would develop a criti- 
cal, revolutionary consciousness through reflection on the concrete reali- 
ties of their lives—a reflection often sparked by their own and others’ 
activities.” 

Attention to the particular needs and situation of women, and to the 
activities of Mujeres Libres, can help to explicate the multidimensional 
nature of this understanding of the process of consciousness-change and to 
highlight its relevance to many contemporary debates. I noted above that 
Spanish anarchists argued that one important context for preparation was 
participation in working-class organizations, particularly unions. Yet, fol- 
lowing Bakunin and breaking with Marx, they had also insisted that urban 
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industrial workers were not the only people capable of coming to a revo- 
lutionary consciousness. Rural peasants and members of the urban petit 
bourgeoisie, as well as industrial workers, could develop a consciousness 
of their own oppression and join in a revolutionary movement.®’ Many 
women, in particular, criticized the emphasis of the movement on the male 
urban industrial proletariat. Emma Goldman, for example, who was to be 
quite active in support both of the Spanish revolution and of Mujeres 
Libres, had earlier argued that “anarchists agree that the main evil today is 
an economic one,” but as she pointed out, “they maintain that the solution 
of the evil can be brought about only through the consideration of every 
phase of life, the individual, as well as the collective; the internal, as well 
as the external phases.’®* It was most obviously true for women, but also 
true for men, that the workplace is not the only context for relationships of 
domination, nor is it therefore the only potential context for consciousness 
-change and empowerment. A fully articulated movement must transform 
all hierarchical institutions, including government, religious institutions, 
and—perhaps most dramatically for women—sexuality and family life. 

Preparation, then, could and must take place in a variety of social con- 
texts, in addition to the economic. Both Enriqueta and Azucena spoke of 
imbibing anarchist perspectives more or less unconsciously “with our 
mother’s milk”: 


My mother taught us anarchism...almost like a religious person teaches 
religion to her children—but without imposing it on us, as the religious 
one does...whether by her actions, by her way of expressing herself, and 
by always saying that they hoped for, longed for, anarchism...It’s almost 
as if she didn’t teach them, we lived them, were born with them, we 
learned them as you would learn to sew or to eat.°? 


For those who became part of the movement later in life, the learning 
process was obviously a different one. Pepita Carpena, for example, was 
introduced to the ideas by union organizers who frequented young people’s 
social gatherings in hopes of attracting young adherents to the cause. 
Soledad Estorach, who was to be very active both in the CNT and in 
Mujeres Libres in Barcelona, gained much of her initial information about 
“anarchist communists” by reading newspapers and magazines. 
Anarchists had long recognized the interdependence of educational 
practices; narrowly defined, and participation in ongoing institutions, 
where social approval and disapproval provided continuing mechanisms of 
social control.’° Proudhon’s notion of “imminent justice”—the claim that 
we develop a conception of justice through our relationships with other 
people—was taken up directly by a number of Spanish anarchist writers. 
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Mella argued that the only proper regulator of society is the sense of 
justice, which people learn through their participation in institutions that 
recognize and validate their own worth and the equal worth of others. The 
collective feeling that develops out of such participation would translate 
into a sense of justice more powerful and permanent than any imposed on 
people by church or state.’' “To practice justice,” Proudhon had insisted, 
“is to obey the social instinct.” It is through our patterns of interaction with 
one another that we learn and experience both who we and others are and 
what justice is. The best and most effective educational system therefore is 
society itself.” 

Another major factor operative in the development of a sense of justice 
is public opinion, what Mella referred to as “moral coercion” [coacci6n 
moral]. Our moral sense develops out of the “exchange of reciprocal influ- 
ences,” which, although it may come initially from outside ourselves, 
eventually is taken in as a sense of justice and becomes the basis for our 
own self-regulation. A well-ordered egalitarian society, left to itself, will 
generate people with the proper sense of justice; anyone who seems lack- 
ing in such a sense will be held in check by the opinions of others. Over 
time, those opinions will have an educative effect; public opinion will be 
internalized, as conscience.” 

The goal of anarchists, then, was to eliminate those institutions—for 
example, church, state, judges and courts—which impeded the develop- 
ment of such a moral sense by taking over the responsibility of looking 
after others and oneself. Once such authorities were eliminated, reciproci- 
ty would become a norm of action; simply living in the community—par- 
ticipating in its activities, in the context of an open educational system. and 
in communal ownership and disposition of property—would be sufficient 
to foster and safeguard the development of the individual’s sense of justice, 
in turn necessary to sustain the community. 

The complexities of this position are revealed quite clearly when we 
look specifically at efforts to address women’s subordination and empow- 
erment. Both those who emphasized a union-based strategy and those who 
insisted on the broader cultural components of women’s subordination rec- 
ognized that women were devalued and disempowered, culturally and eco- 
nomically. Both accepted the perspective that means and ends are inti- 
mately connected. But how were those principles and perspectives to be 
realized in practice? How were women in early twentieth-century Spain, 
who thought of themselves (and were viewed by others) as dependent on 
men, to begin behaving in ways that developed their own sense of compe- 
tence and capacity? 
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These questions are, of course, crucial ones for any would-be revolu- 
tionary movement, since a sense of one’s own capacities and powers is pre- 
cisely what oppressors attempt to deny to the oppressed. But even agree- 
ment on the importance of the perspective did not guarantee unanimity on 
its implications for practice. In fact, the question of how best to address 
and challenge the subordination of working-class women within Spanish 
society was never effectively resolved within the anarcho-syndicalist 
movement. Mujeres Libres was created precisely because of a disagree- 
ment among movement activists about how to achieve that empowerment. 

The issues were played out quite dramatically during the course of 
interviews I was conducting in 1981. A group of former activists were 
meeting and reminiscing about their years in the CNT and FIJL. After 
some discussion of the role of the FIJL and ateneos in opening the minds 
of young people to new ideas in the twenties and thirties, the conversation 
turned to the liberation of women. Two different but strongly held posi- 
tions were put forward. One was articulated by a man who identified him- 
self as a strong supporter of women’s emancipation, who was quite articu- 
late about the ways in which even anarchist men tended to take for grant- 
ed their compafieras’ subordination to them. He argued that, precisely 
because of women’s cultural subordination, anarchist men had a responsi- 
bility to take the lead in changing these patterns. Women’s taking paid jobs 
would not be sufficient: “There are too many men whose wives work and 
who still do all the housework.” After so many years of socialization, 
women were all too ready to accept traditional roles. Men, who have the 
understanding and the sense of their own capacities, he insisted, must take 
the initiative and encourage their compafieras towards greater self-direc- 
tion and autonomy. 

Another position was articulated by a woman who had been an activist 
in the Juventudes during the thirties and whose life had been fundamental- 
ly changed through her participation in it. She, too, was committed to the 
liberation of women. But she strongly opposed her compafiero’s insistence 
that it was up to men to take the initiative. She argued that his focus on 
what contemporary feminists call “the politics of housework’ was mis- 
placed. The basic problem, she insisted, was not who washes the dishes or 
cleans the house, but that a woman be able to go where she pleases and say 
what she pleases. The root of women’s subordination was ignorance. In her 
words, “toda mujer que se cultura un poco desarrolla armas” [every woman 
who gains some culture (educates herself) develops weapons]. “What mat- 
ters to me is that a woman be able to open her mouth. It is not a question 
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of cleaning plates.” While her interlocutor insisted that a woman’s respon- 
sibility for all the housework and for the family would prevent her from 
participating fully in communal activities, this woman insisted that “going 
to meetings is not the issue. Going to meetings is a kind of sport. What is 
important is work and reading.”” 

It soon became clear that the fundamental issue between them was not 
the primacy of work, reading, or housework. It was initiative. While he 
insisted that, given the weight of cultural subordination that women had to 
bear, the initiative would have to come from men, she insisted that “‘a com- 
pafnero never ought to say to a woman, ‘liberate yourself, and II] help you.’ 
A woman has to liberate herself, it’s all right for men to help, but the ini- 
tiative must come from the woman. It must be her issue.” 

That the debate sounds so contemporary should not be surprising. It 
was taking place among people who, while they did not grow up with the 
contemporary feminist movement, had obviously been influenced by it. 
Nevertheless, the issues they raised and the particular ways in which they 
discussed them echoed the written debates of the early part of this centu- 
ry. In 1903, José Prat had urged women to take responsibility for their own 
emancipation. Some years later, Federica Montseny had insisted that one 
way for women to work toward the abolition of the sexual double standard 
was for them to take themselves seriously, to stand up and punish the men 
who had seduced and abandoned them, rather than to cower in shame. And 
Soledad Gustavo, echoing Emma Goldman’s claims about internal eman- 
Cipation, insisted that if there were to be a new order of sexual equality, 
women would have to “demonstrate by their deeds that they think, are 
capable of conceiving ideas, of grasping principles, of striving for ends.”’”* 

‘(he question they were all addressing was precisely that of empower- 
ment and the overcoming of subordination: how best to accomplish them 
consistent with a commitment to recognize both the impact of cultural con- 
ditioning and the potential for autonomy of each person. Nevertheless, the 
question of the significance of women’s subordination and of its place 
within the anarchist project was far from resolved, whether in the theoret- 
ical writings of Spanish anarchists or, as we shall see, in the activities of 
the movement. Debates continued within the movement throughout the 
1930s and led ultimately to the founding of Mujeres Libres. 


COMMUNITY MOBILIZATION AND UNION ORGANIZATION 
Women and the Spanish Anarchist Movement 


The years from 1868 to 1936 served as preparation for the social revolu- 
tion that broke out in response to the generals’ rebellion against the 
Spanish Republic in July 1936. The struggles that took place during those 
years changed the face of Spanish society and politics, as well as the con- 
sciousness and self-perception of the thousands of people who participat- 
ed in them. As Spanish anarchists themselves have been quick to point out, 
revolutions do not spring up out of nowhere; they require a strong and 
broad base. Organizationally, that base was set during the seventy years 
beginning in 1868, the year in which anarchism was officially introduced 
into Spain. 

A number of studies of anarchism and anarcho-syndicalism in Spain 
have argued that the successful uniting of “collectivist” and “communist” 
(“reformist” and “revolutionary”) tendencies into anarcho-syndicalism 
during the period 1910—1919 marks the great creative achievement of the 
movement and its single most important contribution to the history of 
social-revolutionary anarchism.' Yet, while the resolution of tensions 
between these two seemingly contradictory perspectives was surely one 
important achievement of that movement, I wish to focus here on the 
recognition that effective revolutionary organizing must involve more than 
workers organized into unions at their workplaces. In a country with an 
economy and society as diverse as that of late nineteenth- and early twen- 
tieth-century Spain, a movement for social change had to bridge the dif- 
ferences between industrial and rural laborers; the organized and the unor- 
ganized, men and women, and reach into many areas of people’s daily 
experiences. It is that recognition—even more than the strategic compro- 
mises it was able to forge—which marked the success of the Spanish lib- 
ertarian movement. Its exploration helps us to comprehend both the role of 
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women within the movement and the founding of Mujeres Libres as a sep- 
arate organization. 

By the time of the Civil War, anarchist activists had created a vast and 
complex network of programs and organizations uniquely structured to 
meet the particular needs of widely differing groups within the Spanish 
working class. In February 1936, the CNT boasted a membership of 
approximately 850,000 members, organized in non-hierarchicaily struc- 
tured unions, federated both by industry and by region. [See Appendix A.] 
Its unique combination of revolutionary goals and somewhat “reformist” 
tactics enabled it to sustain a vast membership while retaining a strong rev- 
olutionary character. On the other hand, the movement as a whole did not 
limit itself to union organizing in the narrow sense. During this same peri- 
od, it was supporting and developing educational programs for both adults 
and young people, which included a network of storefront schools and cul- 
tural centers, a broad-based national youth organization, and journals and 
newspapers that made anarchist critical perspectives on culture, politics, 
and social issues available to large numbers of people throughout the coun- 
try. 

The variety of those programs and organizations allowed the move- 
ment to speak to and from the experiences of vastly differing groups of 
people: from urban industrial wage laborers to rural day-laborers, the 
unemployed, housewives, domestic workers, and even children. While I 
cannot possibly provide a detailed history of the movement during this 
period; I wish to trace the broad outlines of the development of the various 
sources of activism. My aim is to explore, in particular, how the Spanish 
anarchist movement established roots in what we would now term com- 
munity, as well as in workplace organizing, and to examine the implica- 
tions for women and marginal workers of this broad-based organizing 
strategy. 


Precursors: Regionalism, Collectivism, and Protest 


In her study of the development of the anarchist movement in rural 
Andalusia, Temma Kaplan argues that the effectiveness of the movement 
depended on its success in engaging entire communities of people (includ- 
ing women), rather than just male wage-laborers, in protest actions. The 
communal strategy allowed the movement to engage those whose lives 
were not defined primarily by the context of paid work: “Unions could 
improve the conditions of their own members, but did not appreciably alter 
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the lives of the people outside.’ In a recent study of the development of 
anarchist ideology in Spain, George Esenwein takes issue with this claim 
that anarcho-collectivists (those who advocated a union-based vision of 
anarchism) were necessarily unresponsive to the needs and concerns of 
nonproducers. He asserts, to the contrary, that collectivists did make pro- 
visions for nonworkers in various proposals for sharing the wealth. 
Although I tend to agree with Kaplan that a communal perspective offered 
a broader basis for popular mobilization than a union-based one, my con- 
cern here is to emphasize the significance of organizational strategies that 
extended beyond the work-place, narrowly construed. Esenwein effective- 
ly seems to grant this point, both in his discussion of “anarchist associa- 
tional life” and in his analysis of the move to overcome these divisions 
through what was referred to as “anarchism without adjectives.” 

Of course, the patterns of work, community, and protest varied with 
local conditions, particularly as between rural Andalusia and the more 
urban industrial cities and towns of Catalonia, where anarcho-syndicalism 
also was to establish strong roots. Nevertheless, in urban areas as well, the 
movement encompassed nonunion as well as union-based elements. To 
understand the success of communalist anarchism in Spain, it is important 
to examine the traditions of localism and of collective/communal action 
that provided a context for the movement. 

Attachment to village and to region had been a feature of Spanish pol- 
itics for generations. Regionalism was given further impetus with the intro- 
duction of utopian socialism during the 1830s and 1840s, and the federal- 
ist-republican agitation of the 1860s and 1870s. Local and regional senti- 
ments were supported by (if not rooted in) significant economic differ- 
ences. Patterns of land tenure differed substantially from one region to 
another and contributed to the sense of disconnection among the parts.* In 
the southern regions of Andalusia and Extremadura, for example, the dom- 
inant form of landholding was the latifundio, a farm of thousands of acres, 
worked by braceros, day laborers who constituted the Spanish rural prole- 
tariat. By contrast, the average landholding in Galicia, in the northwest 
corner, was tiny—often of one hectare or less. Only in Catalonia and in the 
Basque provinces of Alava and Navarra did middle-sized holdings (of ten 
to one hundred hectares) predominate and make a significant contribution 
to agricultural income.° 

By the end of the eighteenth century, much of rural Spain was domi- 
nated by large entailed holdings, ecclesiastical and civil, creating a rural 
population sharply divided into two classes, “an oligarchy of large proper- 
ty-owners...and a great mass of impoverished peasants.” Both the concen- 


64 _ Martha A. Ackelsberg 


tration of agrarian wealth and the devastations of rural poverty were 
marked in Andalusia. In Sevilla, for example, noble holdings constituted 
72 percent of the wealth in the “kingdom of Seville.” Six old seigneurial 
families owned land representing approximately 90 percent of all rural 
holdings in the province. In Andalusia as a whole, two seigneurial houses 
had holdings worth 48.85 percent of the total of all latifundial wealth in the 
region. Feudal property relations were such that there was no incentive for 
owners (many of whom were absentee landlords) to increase the amount of 
land under cultivation or to improve production techniques.’ 

The Napoleonic Wars and the loss of colonial markets in the Americas 
proved disastrous to this system, however, and a small commercial and 
industrial bourgeoisie came increasingly to press for reforms to allow for 
agricultural development. When liberals came to power in 1835, they insti- 
tuted a series of agrarian reforms meant to raise money for the government 
and to increase the economic productivity of the country by selling land to 
those who would be more active in its management. Legislation in 1837 
disentailed the holdings of the church and village councils, putting them up 
for sale on the open market. It also abolished mayorazgo (primogeniture), 
opening the property of the nobility to the market. 

In Andalusia and Extremadura, the results of the reform efforts were 
mixed, at best. The ecclesiastical disentailment earned the regime the last- 
ing enmity of the church, while actually worsening the situation for many 
peasants and small landholders.* Furthermore, the disentailment came 
nowhere near transforming the countryside in the sense hoped for by the 
reformers. The largely landless rural laborers had no money to buy these 
parcels. Instead, they were purchased either by those who had previously 
held them under seigneurial nghts or by a group of “new nobles,” men who 
had made their money in commerce and who were rewarded with titles by 
the new regime. In effect, the reforms transformed seigneurs into capital- 
ists, increased property concentration, and led to the expulsion of peasants 
from lands they had traditionally cultivated as well as the consequent pro- 
letarianization of the displaced population. Although the formal structures 
of land tenure changed, the actual patterns of landholding changed little, if 
at all. The liberal revolution in agriculture succeeded only in establishing 
new class inequalities.’ 

The effects of the reforms were similar elsewhere. In Aragon, Susan 
Harding has argued, the reforms established the control of caciques (local 
bosses) over local politics, “stalling the development of capital-intensive 
agriculture in the countryside,” and limiting the ability of the national gov- 
ernment to support the modernization of agriculture.'° On the other hand, 
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Susan Tax Freeman found different effects in the village she studied in 
Castile. Although initially the reforms concentrated property in the hands 
of a single man, the release of the peasant farmers from the burdens of 
tithing and first fruits allowed them to accumulate some surplus and, ulti- 
mately, to buy land themselves. Nevertheless, the relative equality that 
characterized that village was unusual in the broader Spanish context." 

Uneven economic development compounded the tensions over land 
redistribution. The Spanish economy remained largely agrarian until well 
after the Civil War, though there were pockets of industrialization.'* By the 
turn of the century, Catalonia could claim large numbers of textile work- 
ers, almost 40 percent of whom were women.” The other major industri- 
alizing region was Asturias, the center of coal mining. Finance was cen- 
tered in Madrid and Vizcaya, and in the large cities and towns of many of 
the central and northern provinces there was a small middle class, com- 
posed of tradesmen, teachers, lawyers, doctors, and bureaucrats. 

Class differences were extreme. They were perhaps most dramatic in 
the South. In lower Andalusia, for example, many laborers lived in urban 
agglomerations of roughly fifteen to twenty thousand inhabitants. An over- 
whelming majority had no land of their own: men did day or weekly labor 
(when work was available) at meager wages in the surrounding fields and 
many women worked as domestic servants. Diets were barely adequate, 
with the majority of calories supplied by oil and bread. The average work- 
er was severely undernourished.'* Many kept themselves from starving by 
poaching, gathering wood, or burning charcoal to sell on the market. The 
situation was worsened by the midcentury reforms, which denied peasants 
the use of common lands at a time when many church-related charitable 
institutions had ceased to exist.!° 

Living and working conditions in industrial areas were only marginal- 
ly better. At midcentury, for example, approximately half of the average 
Barcelona industrial worker’s wages were spent on food and half of that 
went to bread. Meat was virtually absent from the diet. In the Catalan tex- 
tile industry, according to an 1892 report, the average worker labored 
twelve to fifteen hours per day in a poorly ventilated, poorly lit, overly hot 
room. Approximately 40 to 45 percent of the workers were men, an equal 
number were women, and the remaining 10 to 20 percent were children, 
many of whom had begun working at age six or seven. The average life 
expectancy for a worker was half that for a man of the “wealthy class.’”!® 
With the shift to more modern industrial techniques, class tensions were 
increasingly unmediated by local paternalist traditions." 

There were also sharp gender divisions. In all but the most advanced 
industrial areas (and, to a considerable degree, even there), men and 
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women lived almost entirely separate lives. Most women were economi- 
cally dependent on men (whether their fathers or their husbands), their 
lives circumscribed within the larger domestic arena—though it should be 
noted that their identification with the domestic arena did not mean that 
they did not engage in labor. Rural women had responsibility for the huer- 
ta (the family agricultural plot, which produced vegetables for home con- 
sumption), even though their labors were usually not acknowledged as 
work. In industrial areas, increasing numbers of single working-class 
women worked for pay either as domestics or in textiles (some in factories, 
most as outworkers in their own homes). Again, they worked for extreme- 
ly low wages." Most women’s social circles consisted of other women: 
family members, neighbors, fellow workers, or those they met at the mar- 
ket place. Men, conversely, tended to operate in a largely male world, 
whether in the factory, at union meetings, or in local bars. 

Illiteracy compounded both class and gender divisions. In rural areas, 
in particular, very few schools were available. Oligarchical authorities 
feared the potential radicalizing affects of education, treating “‘any effort at 
spreading culture as something demonic.” In 1860, for example, 84 percent 
of the population in the province of Seville, 79 percent in Cadiz, and 83 
percent in Huelva were illiterate.'"? Even when schools were available, few 
poor families could afford to send their children, and if a child did attend, 
it was usually a boy. In 1878, only 9.6 percent of all Spanish women could 
read, and as late as 1900, women’s illiteracy stood at 71 percent.”° literacy 
added to the difficulties that women of all classes experienced in control- 
ling conception or caring for children.’! 

Clearly, successful organizing would have to respond to this econom- 
ic, cultural, and political diversity. Anarchist perspectives—the commit- 
ment to direct action and spontaneous organization, and the recognition 
that organization ought to flow from, and speak to, people’s felt needs— 
were especially well suited to this task. But anarchist organizers were also 
able to draw on collectivist traditions, which had long flourished in Spain. 

Agrarian collectivism is characterized by a belief that (in the words of 
Joaquin Costa, its preeminent scholar) “individual property cannot legiti- 
mately apply except to those goods which are the product of individual 
effort; since land is the work of Nature, it cannot legitimately be appropri- 
ated.”’* Evidence of such beliefs and of intellectual and religious traditions 
supporting them can be found in Spain as early as the sixteenth century. 
For the next three centuries, the Spanish countryside was the scene of peri- 
odic uprisings of varying intensities and degrees of organization, demand- 
ing relief from poverty and land redistribution. By the mid-nineteenth cen- 
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tury, in the aftermath of the dislocations resulting from the disentailment, 
both social banditry and popular revolts increased, while taking on a more 
explicitly political tone.* Although some commentators have dismissed 
these revolts as “spontaneous,” “millenarian,” and “prepolitical,’’* Bernal 
argues that they represented peasant resistance to the changes resulting 
from the midcentury reforms and that this resistance—which initially took 
the form merely of disputing what they perceived as the “usurpation” of 
common lands—eventually turned into direct action to occupy the lands 
they felt should rightfully be theirs. In his estimation, 1857 marked the 
important beginnings of a working-class consciousness.” 

The agricultural crisis of the 1850s and 1860s shook the countryside 
with hunger and unemployment through the winter and spring of 1868. 
This, in turn, provided a backdrop to a bourgeois revolution against the 
monarchy of Isabel IJ. Peasants and day laborers joined in the republican 
enthusiasm, attempting to turn the process into a social as well as political 
revolution and demanding redistribution of the land. Municipal revolution- 
ary councils refused to back these demands, however, and the social revo- 
lution was suppressed. When Bakunin’s emissary, Giuseppi Fanelli, 
arrived in Spain in 1868 carrying the anarchist message, he found fertile 
soil for his ideas among the craftspeople and day-laborers of Andalusia. 


Anarchism, Anarcho-Syndicalism, and Popular Mobilization 


Formal anarchist organizing in Spain began with Fanelli’s arrival in 
October 1868. During the last quarter of the nineteenth and the first quar- 
ter of the twentieth centuries, Spanish anarchism grew into a mass-based 
popular movement, virtually the only one of its kind in the world. 

Fanelli’s visit coincided with the excitement generated by the 
September 1868 revolution and the disappointment of landless southern 
workers over the failure of the Constituent Cortes to redistribute land in 
1869. The tale of Fanelli’s arrival and initial tour through Spain makes a 
fascinating story, one that quickly became part of the folklore of the 
movement.*° Fanelli went to Spain as a representative of a Bakuninist fac- 
tion within the International Workingman’s Association; thus, the “social- 
ism” he introduced into Spain in 1868 was what came to be known as col- 
lectivist anarchism. Marxist socialism was not introduced into Spain until 
two years later, and it never caught on as strongly, at least not with work- 
ers in Barcelona or Andalucia.”’ 
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In Andalusia, the ideas Fanelli brought provided language and images 
for the transformation of the braceros’ yearning for land into a more com- 
plete political vision. In Barcelona and Madrid, he met with members of 
working-class and artisan clubs, which represented incipient working-class 
organizations. The failure of the 1868 revolution spurred these groups to 
become independent of republicanism and to adopt a more explicitly 
antipolitical stance.** In June 1870, the Spanish Regional Federation of the 
International Workingman’s Association was formed, marking the formal 
beginning of the anarchist movement in Spain. 

The goal of the association was simply stated by Rafael Farga Pellicer: 
‘We desire that the power of capital, the state, and the church be ended, so 
that we can construct, on the ruins, anarchy, the free federation of free 
workers’ associations.””” The congress committed itself to a strategy of 
syndicate-based resistance (i.e., using the strike as a weapon against 
employers), solidarity across union lines, federalism, and rejection of 
political action. It adopted the policy that came to be known as “anarcho- 
collectivism,” a faith in organized workers to overthrow government by 
force of arms.*° 

But the diversity of Spanish society was reflected in a lack of unity 
within the organization itself: the new policies were interpreted variously 
by different groups and in different regions of the country. Catalan work- 
ers, forexample, were the largest regional group by far and the only organ- 
ized group of industrial workers. While they gave explicit allegiance to 
revolutionary goals, most tended to be reformist in practice (1.e., focusing 
on the day-to-day concerns of workers), and concentrated their efforts on 
organizing in and within unions. In rural Andalusia, skilled workers tend- 
ed to be anarcho-collectivists because, as Kaplan suggests, the collectivist 
program “promised economies gained from collective labor, but individual 
union ownership of whatever was produced.” Among the unskilled and 
unemployed, the preference was for “anarcho-communism,” which dif- 
fered from anarcho-collectivism in its more communal orientation, “Not 
only would there be collective ownership of all productive resources, but 
also common ownership of everything produced. Each person, whether 
worker or housewife, healthy or infirm, young or old, should have what- 
ever he or she needed from the common storehouse.” 

These differing perspectives gave rise to important differences in strat- 
egy. Anarcho-collectivists understood the movement to be based in unions, 
which, because of the structure of the Spanish economy, were overwhelm- 
ingly male and urban. On the other hand, anarcho-communists, who drew 
on the tradition of “free communes,” emphasized direct action tactics and 
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viewed their “potential constituency [as] the entire community of the poor, 
including self-employed craftsmen, peasant tenants and small landholders, 
rural and urban proletarians, housewives, children, and the jobless.”* 

By 1888, the Spanish movement formally committed itself to anarcho- 
communism. The consequences of this tactical decision were mixed. On 
the one hand, Temma Kaplan argues that it enabled the movement to unite 
union-based organizing with community-based support and provided the 
groundwork for what was later to be known as the unique Spanish creation, 
“anarcho-syndicalism”: 


By placing increased stress on workers’ centers, coops, mutual aid asso- 
ciations, and women’s sections, collectivism and communism were able 
to overcome the localism of the former and the willful dissociation of the 
latter...The general strike, really a mass mobilization of the community, 
could take advantage of the weight of numbers...enabling militant unions 
and equally militant community people to march together against an 
oppressive system.* 


On the other hand, George Esenwein argues, the direct action strategy of 
“propaganda by the deed”—a central tenet of the communist anarchists— 
often proved disruptive to a more ordered associational life.** 

Both the philosophical differences and their strategic implications con- 
tinued to be discussed and debated over the ensuing decades. Meanwhile, 
many of the ideas were spread through the rural countryside by a combi- 
nation of “propaganda by the deed” and by the work of dedicated anarchist 
militants, known as obreros conscientes. Among those traveling teachers 
was Abelardo Saavedra, grandfather of Enriqueta and Azucena. Born in 
Cadiz, around 1864, of staunchly conservative parents, he “picked up the 
ideas” while at the university. Azucena spoke proudly of the work her 
grandfather did in the countryside: 


He devoted himself to spreading the ideas. He thought to bring about the 
revolution: not with a gun, but with culture. He wanted to bring culture 
and education to the jornaleros [day-laborers]. It was what we would call 
today a literacy campaign, like what Fidel de Castro [sic] is doing in 
Cuba...But without a Christ to fund him...He went to the cortijos— 
always with the police right behind him, mind you!—and taught people 
to read. He was always in and out of jail. Once he was jailed for three 
days for gathering workers together to read. 


Times were hard and any anarchist was an easy target for punishment on 
the slightest pretext: 


The year Alfonso XIII married [1906] my grandfather was exiled and my 
father was put in jail...Someone had thrown a bomb during the wedding, 
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and that became the justification for a severe repression. After a year in 
jail, my father, too, was exiled, and the whole family went to America 
[Cuba].* 


The activities of these traveling teachers, together with activism and 
strikes, helped to generate an air of expectancy and excitement in the 
Andalusian countryside. Government repression forced the strikers and, 
ultimately, the movement underground until the First World War. But anar- 
chists had succeeded in demonstrating the effectiveness of a strategy that 
built on people’s communal and neighborhood connections—developing 
workers’ centers, storefront schools, and the like—and insisted on the link- 
ages between work and community, workers and the poor, women and 
men.°° 


Compared to working-class movements in other western European 
countries, industrial union activity in Spain was late, weak, and slow to 
develop.*’ The union activity that did exist in Catalonia was largely 
reformist in character, seeking to improve wages and limit hours. 
Nevertheless, as the syndicalist tactic of the revolutionary general strike 
made its way into Spain from France at the end of the century, reformist 
unionism coexisted with the tactic of the general strike, in a pattern simi- 
lar to that in Andalusia, Catalan general strikes incorporated many people 
besides unionized factory workers, including significant numbers of 
women. But in Catalonia and to some extent in Madrid and Valencia, there 
were also increasing numbers of female workers with reputations for mil- 
itancy, particularly in cigar making and in textiles.** In textiles, for exam- 
ple, a rapidly growing industry in Catalonia at the turn of the century, 
women constituted between 80 and 90 percent of the labor force in many 
Catalan communities. Because of the rapid growth of the industry, the 
importance of female labor within it, and the small but growing unioniza- 
tion of those woman workers, two types of activism—union-based and 
community-based—developed more or less simultaneously.” 

Recent scholarship challenges the belief that Spanish women were less 
open than men to unionization. While Spain had a very low percentage of 
women in the labor force compared to other major European countries, and 
although both men and women in Spain affiliated with unions and partici- 
pated in strikes at rates considerably below those of their western European 
brothers and sisters, factory-based Spanish female textile workers readily 
affiliated with unions and participated in strikes at rates almost equal to 
those of men. Occasionally, managers were able to bring in (nonunionized) 
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female workers as scabs at times of labor unrest, but there is little evidence 
that this was a common practice.*° 

Working conditions for industrial workers in Spain at the turn of the 
century were poor, especially for women in the textile trades. A 1914 
report by a corps of labor inspectors found that virtually all factories 
employing women and children were operating illegally: the factories were 
“dirty, lacking ventilation and sun, located in the most unhealthy areas of 
buildings, and with no regulation other than the arbitrary whim of the 
owner.” A 1902 law had reduced the maximum workday for women in 
textiles to ten hours, but the report acknowledged that many women were 
still forced to work for sixteen or more hours at a time. And all received 
wages that could only be characterized as “wages of hunger,” often less 
than half of what male textile workers received for the same, or more dif- 
ficult, work.* 

Despite the growing numbers of women workers, however, and the 
generally acknowledged deplorable state in which they found themselves, 
neither anarchists nor socialists were consistent in addressing the concerns 
of women workers or in supporting equality for women within unions. 
Paralleling the debates about the role and status of women within the anar- 
chist movement, mid-nineteenth century Spanish utopian socialists had 
exhibited ambiguous attitudes towards women’s equality and participation. 
Some argued that woman’s place was in the home, educating children and 
maintaining domestic tranquility. Others rejected the domination of men 
over women even in the household, and argued that equality for women 
would have to be won both at the workplace and in the home. Over time, 
concern for women workers was relegated to a secondary, if not tertiary, 
status within Spanish socialist theory and practice. Socialists even went so 
far as to argue at a party congress in 1881-1882 that women’s work ought 
to be prohibited.*’ Nevertheless, beginning in 1886, Spanish Socialist Party 
(PSOE) pronouncements advocated a commitment to equality for 
women—at least in the abstract—arguing that both the emancipation of 
women and the emancipation of the working class required the incorpora- 
tion of women in the labor force on equal terms with men and the partici- 
pation by women in socialist unions. 

Independent activity by Spanish socialist women was relatively unsuc- 
cessful. As early as 1903, some denounced male dominance and chal- 
lenged the sexual division of labor, both in the household and in the paid 
workplace. A number of socialist women’s groups were formed in Madrid 
and Bilbao between 1902 and 1906. But those advocating the organization 
of women along sex-specific lines were never more than a tiny minority 
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within the movement. A socialist women’s group, founded in March 1906 
in Madrid, was incorporated as part of the PSOE in 1908 with 75 members, 
and grew to 183 by 1910. Nevertheless, these women constituted a very 
small percentage of the total membership of socialist unions or the PSOE 
(75 out of 25,000 members of the Casa del Pueblo in Madrid in 1908, and 
36 of 2,900 members of the PSOE in Madrid in 1910).4 

Even the relatively moderate position of Virginia Gonzalez—that 
women’s primary role was as “helpmeet” to men and socializer of the new 
generation of socialist children—rarely received a respectful hearing with- 
in socialist circles. Most socialists, even those concerned with the oppres- 
sion of women workers, saw the solution solely in syndical terms. In gen- 
eral, socialists were slow to address women’s issues and relatively unsuc- 
cessful in attracting women militants, whether to unions or to the party.” 

Margarita Nelken, another Spanish socialist who was to become a 
deputy to the Cortes (the Spanish parliament), took a somewhat more mil- 
itant position, arguing that exploitation of women workers hurt male work- 
ers as well as women. “Equal pay for equal work,” she asserted, “as much 
as it is a feminist maxim, is also a principle of defense for male workers.” 
She urged the party to undertake massive programs of education, as well 
as improvements in wages and working conditions for women, and to 
organize women into unions so that, together with men, they could work 
for the social transformation that all desired.** She lectured widely, within 
and outside the PSOE, developing, in effect, her own version of a socialist 
feminism. But while the socialists eventually supported woman’s suffrage, 
they never directed the attention she felt was necessary to overcome other 
aspects of women’s subordination. They did not adopt equal pay, materni- 
ty leave, or improved working conditions for women as central goals of the 
movement, and they never devoted serious attention to organizing women 
workers. In the end, neither Nelken nor the socialists succeeded in making 
“the greater participation of women a necessary part of the leftist struggle 
to survive.””” 

Anarchists were somewhat more attentive to the particular needs of 
women workers, a phenomenon probably not unrelated to the fact that 
women workers were most common in those areas where anarchist unions 
were strongest. In its 1881 congress, for example, the Spanish Regional 
Federation of the AIT declared that women “can exercise the same rights 
and meet the same responsibilities as men.’’** Anarchist congresses repeat- 
edly called for the unionization of women workers and for equal pay for 
equal work. Nevertheless, as we have seen, there were also anarchists who 
viewed women more as revolutionary “helpmeets” than as active revolu- 
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tionaries. And although women actively joined unions in the late nine- 
teenth century and may even have constituted a majority of members in 
some textile locals, they were rarely represented in the leadership. Teresa 
Claramunt, one of the most famous anarchist orators and organizers of the 
period, complained in an article published in 1891 that men insisted on 
running predominantly female unions.” One result of her call for women 
to take charge of their own unions was the formation in 1891 of the 
Agrupacion de Trabajadoras de Barcelona (Barcelona women workers’ 
group). Apparently, however, the group had little success in remedying the 
situation, since men were still representing women at the time of the La 
Constancia strike in 1913. 

While the organizing of women in unions was proceeding on the syn- 
dical front, neighborhood/community activism was given a boost with the 
introduction into Catalonia (in 1899-1900) of the revolutionary general 
strike. In May and December of 1901, workers and community people 
effectively closed down Barcelona for brief periods. The first real test of 
the general strike in industrial Spain, however, came in February 1902, 
when a general strike in support of metallurgical workers mobilized thou- 
sands of workers and brought virtually all production in Barcelona to a halt 
for a week. Significantly, the strike also engaged many women, both as 
striking workers and in neighborhood-based demonstrations. This estab- 
lished a pattern of multifaceted women’s activism that was to be repeated 
during the next fifteen years of worker agitation in Barcelona, Madrid, 
Valencia, and elsewhere. Teresa Claramunt was instrumental in the 1902 
strike, both as propagandist and as leader of women demonstrators.~° 

Over the next few years, the anarchist movement in Catalonia devel- 
oped the strategy that provided a means to resolve the dilemma of syndi- 
calism vs. communalism, reformism vs. revolution: anarcho-syndicalism. It 
combined revolutionary (anarchist) perspectives with respect to long-term 
goals with somewhat more reformist (syndicalist) strategies in the short 
term. A new synthesis began to be articulated as early as 1907 with the 
founding of the Federacidn Barcelona de Solidaridad Obrera (Barcelona 
Federation of Labor Solidarity), followed in 1908 by the Catalan Federation 
of Solidaridad Obrera. In these organizations, workers joined forces behind 
a “revolutionary leadership, on the condition that it remain reformist in its 
practice,’—i.e., that it not ignore the day-to-day job-related concerns of 
structure, as well as its ideology, combined revolutionary syndicalism with 
anarchist communism, establishing a strong revolutionary base for the 
movement over the course of the next thirty years.”! 
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At the same time, the new synthesis largely neglected the more com- 
munalist, direct-action, and woman-involving strain of popular activism, 
which had been manifest throughout this period, most dramatically during 
the “Tragic Week” in Barcelona, July 26 to August I, 1909. Cristina Piera 
was twelve years old at the time of the events and was working as an 
apprentice in a textile factory. She described the strike as follows: 


We were in Badalona, ready to go to work, and they said, “Hey, today is 
a holiday.” | was pleased, as you can imagine...Anyway, then they began 
to shoot...That revolution was because they were sending lots of soldiers 
to Melilla, where there was a war...And then, well, the people revolted, 
and they began to take the bridge—the bridge in Badalona, which is 
called “Butifarreta”’ [little sausage], and they took it, and they blocked the 
rails, so that the train couldn’t pass, so that the soldiers couldn’t go. And 
then began the week-long battle, which is what they call the “Tragic 
Week.” 


Lola Iturbe noted the importance of women during the Tragic Week: 
‘In 1909, the great “Tragic Week,’...there was a lot of activity on the part 
of women, in the matter of the streetcars, of burnings, of...demonstrations, 
of women who threw themselves on the train tracks to prevent the troops 
from going to Morocco.””* Joan Connelly Ullman’s detailed study of the 
events of the Tragic Week is punctuated throughout with references to par- 
ticular women who took leadership roles and to women (and children) who 
spurred activism at the neighborhood level.™ 

What is particularly interesting here is the focus on neighborhood- 
based community antiwar activity. One impetus for the general strike was 
syndical in nature: the closing of a textile factory had resulted in massive 
worker layotts. Ihe strike, in turn, provided the context for considerable 
anticlerical violence. But in the memory of many men and women who 
participated in the marches and street demonstrations, what was primary 
was the effort to stop the call-up of reservists. 

It is precisely the mix of these motives in memory and action that con- 
stituted the particular power of the demonstrations: there were aspects that 
appealed, in specific ways, to a variety of people, each of whom could find 
his or her place in response to the conditions of his or her life—a prime 
example of direct action. Yet the lesson here—the uniting of wage-labor- 
ers, unemployed workers, and women who saw themselves rooted prima- 
rily in the domestic arena—was not immediately reflected in the policy of 
the growing anarcho-syndicalist movement. 

The CNT was founded in Barcelona just one year after these events. Its 
program combined attention to classical “syndical” concerns—minimum 
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wages, maximum hours (they aimed for an eight-hour day), elimination of 
piece work, and unionization—with more “revolutionary-communal” 
ones, such as abolishing child labor (for children under fourteen of both 
sexes), struggling for cheaper rents and the elimination of rental deposits, 
setting up “rationalist schools” for workers (both night schools for those 
who worked and day schools for young children), overcoming the subor- 
dination of women, creating a base of revolutionary workers, and strate- 
gizing for a general strike. Significantly, these demands were made not just 
on behalf of urban-industrial workers, but on behalf of rural-agricultural 
workers as well.°° 

With this program, the CNT demonstrated the beginnings of an under- 
standing that successful revolutionary organizing must reach beyond the 
bounds of the workplace. In its commitment to setting up and funding 
schools for workers, in its support for controlling rents (even to the point 
of considering a general strike in support of tenant demands), and in its 
attention to the subordination of women in the household as well as at 
work, it seemed to recognize that workers’ concerns were far broader than 
their “work.” It provided a framework within which rural, agrarian-based 
groups could federate with urban, industrial ones. And it stated clearly that 
“‘syndicalism” was a means to an end, not the end in itself. 

Yet, the projects that flowed from the congress focused on more tradi- 
tional working-class organization and did not take fully into account the 
implications of the community mobilization, which had been so striking 
the previous year. Thus, for example, the congress declared that “we con- 
sider that the key to women’s moral redemption—subordinated as she is 
today to the protection of her husband—is work, which will raise women’s 
condition to that of men. That is the only way of affirming her independ- 
ence.””° In a rare statement that articulated the relationship between the 
exploitation of women and the exploitation of workers in general, the con- 
gress went on to assert: 


The decrease in hours of work for many of us is an indirect consequence 
of the difficult work women are doing in factories; meanwhile, many of 
us allow our compafieras to get up before five o’clock in the morning, 
while we sleep later. And when the woman finishes shedding her blood 
for twelve hours, to support the vices of her exploiter, she returns to her 
house and, instead of rest, she encounters another bourgeois: her com- 
pafiero who...expects her to take care of all the domestic tasks. 


The congress’ program for action, however, neglected entirely the issue of 
the subordination of women to their husbands within the household.*’ 


Fé | Martha A. Ackelsberg 


The founding conference of the CNT thus represented a compromise 
between communist-anarchists and syndicalists in some aspects of strate- 
gy, but it did not yet reflect a recognition that working-class solidarity and 
action could be strengthened by the activities of those who were not 
defined; or understood, as workers. While the fullest expression of that 
perspective did not come until the era of the Civil War, women’s activities 
in the intervening years and then in the subsistence strikes of 1918-1919 
were to be further examples of the power of women’s collective action and, 
consequently, of the limits of the strictly syndical strategy. 

Women continued to be active in protest during the years of repression 
following the Tragic Week. Many female textile workers joined unions 
during those years and participated actively in strikes. In fact, the years 
1910 to 1920 marked the real “take-off” both of the unionization of female 
textile workers in Catalonia and of their participation in strikes.’ From 
1905 to 1909, official records list 7,370 male and 1,051 female strikers in 
Barcelona (with women representing 28 percent of the workforce, but only 
12.4 percent of the strikers); those same records list 61,918 female and 
72,954 male strikers for the period 1909 to 1914. In 1913, women sur- 
passed men in numbers of strikers (56,788 to 23,286). Women’s participa- 
tion and leadership was crucial to the general textile workers’ strike in 
Sabadell in 1910, that of Reus in the summer of 1915, and the Barcelona 
textile workers’ strike of August 1916.” 

The general strike of textile workers of 1913 (known as “La 
Constancia’”’), in which the participation of anarchist women was critical, 
was typical in many ways. Reports of the events referred to female work- 
ers who “served as ringleaders well known to the crowd.” While strike 
meetings were presided over by men, “often women spoke as leaders of 
more or less formal groups.” Eventually, the male leadership of the union 
recommended a return to work on the promise of a ten-hour day; but the 
women refused, insisting on waiting for official publication of the new law. 
As one woman said at the meeting to discuss strategy, “If the men wish, let 
them go back to work, and the women will continue the strike!” 

Women’s participation carried the strike considerably beyond the 
bounds of the workplace. Street demonstrations wound through working- 
class neighborhoods into some of the central plazas of Barcelona, keeping 
the issues and events of the strike constantly in the public eye. Thousands 
of women joined in these demonstrations, including large numbers of those 
who were not themselves union members. Temma Kaplan has argued that 
this strike was an example of the power of women’s networks to erode the 
supposed boundaries between workplace and community and to draw on 
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women’s multiple roles as sources of strength for the community. Women 
were involved in similar sorts of activities in Madrid, Valencia, and 
Vizcaya as well.® 

Active participation in unions and even in strikes, however, did not 
necessarily lead to formal recognition for women. Some small numbers 
served as officers of unions, but most were formally involved with union 
activity (if at all) only at the level of the shop floor. Through the early 
1920s, the overwhelming number of even predominantly female textile 
unions were led and officially represented at congresses by men.” 

The vast majority of women were not unionized, of course, since most 
were not working for wages in factories, and neither anarchists nor social- 
ists devoted much effort to organizing those who worked at home as out- 
workers or as domestic workers in the homes of others. The working con- 
ditions of these female homeworkers was even more deplorable than those 
for factory workers. Home-based piecework escaped all forms of protec- 
tive labor legislation on the grounds that the home was sacred and that a 
law regulating homework would be impossible to enforce in any case. 
Those working at home often put in twelve, fourteen, or sixteen hours a 
day, receiving an average take-home pay (discounting what they had to pay 
for needles, thread, and transportation to and from the place where they 
picked up and delivered their work) of 1.80 pesetas a day.®? 

Juan Paulis’ Las obreras de la aguja (female needleworkers), pub- 
lished in 1913, called for the creation of a nationwide union of needle- 
workers that would include both factory and homeworkers, struggling 
together for the regulation of hours, wages, and working conditions. 
Although the book was cited as one of the must influential of the era by a 
number of the women I interviewed (all of whom had been needlework- 
ers), it seems to have had relatively little effect on the practices of existing 
union organizations. Homeworkers were largely ignored by both the CNT 
and the UGT, on the grounds that they were too difficult to organize, 
although Catholic syndicates were apparently quite successful in appealing 
to homeworking women in the needle trades. Their vision of harmony 
between classes, however, and their goal of awakening “a love on the part 
of [women] workers for their task, for one another, and for their employ- 
ers...and of their employers for them,” was hardly compatible with either 
anarchist or socialist trade unionism.™ 

The links between factory-based women and community women solid- 
ified during the so-called women’s war in Barcelona in 1918. By contrast 
with the general strikes discussed above, which had begun at workplaces 
and spread from there into working-class communities, the 1918 women’s 
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war was begun and carried out by neighborhood women for community 
ends. In reaction against increases in the cost of living induced by the First 
World War, women took to the streets of Barcelona in early January 1918, 
attacking coal trucks and demanding controls on the price of coal. Over the 
course of the next few weeks, the demonstrators moved through textile 
areas, calling on women workers to join them in striking. They requisi- 
tioned supplies from food storcs and communal slaughterhouses, demon- 
strated in market areas, and moved, as they had in 1913, into public plazas 
to confront political authorities and demand justice. Strikes that had begun 
over quality-of-life issues eventually broadened their goals to include 
improving conditions of women’s work, reducing rents, rehiring of rail- 
road workers, increasing job alternatives and education for women, calling 
for an end to war and a return to peacetime concerns, as well as for an end 
to hierarchy in unions and the family and an end to the church’s sponsor- 
ing of piecework shops that contributed (in the view of the women) to the 
exploitation of women workers. In all, demonstrations lasted for more than 
six weeks, and employers and government officials alike were in awe of 
the women’s strength and tenacity and the radicalism of their demands.” 

The CNT viewed the women’s actions with ambivalence. Although it 
had declared a one-day general strike in November 1916 to protest the ris- 
ing cost of living, the CNT rarely made connections between workplace- 
based issues and those relating to women’s subordinate status in either the 
workplace or the community. The CNT had been severely weakened by a 
protracted and ultimately unsuccessful general strike in Barcelona in 
August 1917 and by the repression that followed it. Thus, it was largely 
unorganized women who initiated and maintained the subsistence strikes 
of January 1918. 

A few men in the CNT recognized and applauded the roles of these 
women. Others were threatened by the independent action of women: “The 
hour for justice has sounded with the heroic greatness of the women. Either 
we take advantage of it or we should give our balls to the dogs to eat.’ 
Those who appreciated its significance, however, were clearly in the 
minority. When the Catalan Regional Federation of the CNT held its con- 
gress at the end of June 1918, not a single female delegate was present. 
Few of the predominantly female industries or workplaces were unionized, 
and those that were (e.g., La Constancia) were represented by men.®’ Only 
one of the major speakers at that congress addressed the role of women in 
the January 1918 strikes. Enric Rueda, a delegate representing the lamp- 
makers of Barcelona, declared: “The woman...has clearly demonstrated 
her capacity to participate in social struggles...After August, when we were 
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persecuted, surrounded by the brutality of the bourgeois regime...our com- 
pafieras knew to take to the streets to demand what, for the most part, no 
one wanted to give them: their rightful bread...Today, they incite us to 
defend freedom, inspire us to continue with our struggles.” 

Although the organization did pass resolutions advocating the union- 
ization of women, these focused almost entirely on incorporating women 
into already existing unions, ignoring large numbers of women who 
worked in nonunionized textile shops, those who toiled as out-workers in 
their own homes, and (despite a later organizing drive) those who worked 
as domestic servants. 

Strike activity continued, of course, in the succeeding years. In 1919, 
for example, textile workers in Ripoll (another textile town in Catalonia) 
mounted a strike for the eight-hour day that lasted for nine weeks. Since 
the town was almost completely dependent on the mills, suffering was 
widespread. Dolores Prat, who was about fourteen years old at the time, 
remembers the poverty, the hunger, and the public soup kitchens. She 
developed a great anger at scabs. In fact, she dates her own militancy from 
this period. When, in the months after the strike, her father suggested that 
it was time for her to start earning her living, she rejected both the prospect 
of becoming a teacher (“I had had enough of nuns at school’”’) and his offer 
to set her up with a small fruit and vegetable stand (“I would end up giv- 
ing away all the food to the hungry workers, so what would be the point?’’). 
She decided, instead, that she would become a worker, “so that I could go 
to the factory to protest!” She soon joined the CNT and became a mem- 
ber of her factory committee. During the war, she served as Secretary of 
the Seccion Fabril of the textile workers’ union in Ripoll. 

CNT efforts to unionize women and other disadvantaged workers con- 
tinued through the 1920s, hindered, as were all organizing efforts, by the 
repression of worker activity under the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera 
(1923-1929). When the Republic was declared in 1931, women could be 
counted, along with men, as members of and activists in the CNT. But, for 
all the reasons I have noted (particularly the continued focus of the CNT 
on unionizing factory workers, and the relative inattention to women’s spe- 
cific situation) participation in union activity, or even in mass community 
mobilizations, was only a part of women’s “preparation.” It remains for us 
to explore the networks of schools, ateneos, and cultural institutions that 
also developed during the first third of the twentieth century and that were 
of particular importance to women. 
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Education as Preparation 


While they considered participation in resistance movements to be 
important learning experiences for workers, Spanish anarchists also recog- 
nized the need for more “formal” education. The commitment to self- 
direction meant a focus on education. Given the high levels of illiteracy in 
Spain at the turn of the century, it was clear that a movement committed to 
working-class empowerment through direct action and self-organization 
would have to devote at least some of its energies and resources to adult 
and child literacy. It was one of the great strengths of the anarchist move- 
ment—and one of the achievements of which members were proudest— 
that it developed a network of schools, journals, and cultural centers to 
address these issues. 

To teach people to read and write was to empower them socially and 
culturally; it became, truly, a revolutionary act. It was for this reason, of 
course, that traveling teachers like Abelardo Saavedra had been persecuted 
and jailed in Andalusia and Extremadura at the end of the nineteenth cen- 
tury. And it was with this perception of the importance of education that 
Spanish anarchists (and later Mujeres Libres) embarked on a massive pro- 
gram of “enculturating” working people, both rural and urban. Although 
many of these programs were undertaken by unions and initially directed 
toward union members, they served a population considerably larger. 

Anarchist-supported educational institutions took a variety of forms 
during this period, but common perspectives animated all. Basically, they 
aimed to increase literacy and broaden the cultural base of working people. 
Specifically, that meant that schools, cultural centers, and journals attempt- 
ed tv Cummmunicate to their students or readers a sense of excitement about 
the world, a message that the world was theirs to explore and not simply 
the context of their daily oppression. People were encouraged to question, 
to value their experiences and perceptions, and to learn from one another, 
as well as from their teachers. These programs also aimed to communicate 
a different set of moral values, to replace the resignation and acceptance of 
subordination taught in church-sponsored schools with a commitment to 
self-development in a context of mutualism and cooperation. Schools, cul- 
tural centers, journals, newspapers all encouraged people to “think for 
themselves, and to develop their sense of responsibility, commonality, and 
criticism.””° 
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Creating Institutions for Literacy and Culture 


Levels of illiteracy varied markedly in Spain at the turn of the century. 
But everywhere, literacy rates for women lagged between ten and twenty 
percentage points (and sometimes as much as thirty points) behind those 
of men. By 1930, with greater access to education, rates of illiteracy fell 
for both men and women, but still ranged from highs of approximately 50 
percent of men and over 60 percent of women in the southern provinces to 
lows of 25 to 30 percent of women and 20 to 25 percent of men in the 
Basque provinces.”! 

Official “state” education was of little help in meeting these deficits. 
Republicans, socialists, and anarchists had pressed for the establishment of 
lay schools as early as the mid-nineteenth century, but their efforts were 
largely unsuccessful until the educational reforms of the Republic in 1931. 
Church-run schools concentrated on discipline and rote memorization. In 
1873 and 1874, during the 1880s, and again in the early 1890s, efforts had 
been made to change the relationship of church and state, so that the 
church no longer controlled the curriculum. The creation of nonconfes- 
sional lay schools was one of the major demands made by demonstrators 
during the Tragic Week in Barcelona, for example. But since the church 
provided most secondary education, even when schools were not official- 
ly run by the clergy, church-trained teachers tended to define their struc- 
ture and function. As Azucena Barba summarized, ““You went to the state 
schools with a rosary in one hand and a flag in the other.””” 

Clara Lida has argued that efforts to articulate and implement an alter- 
native educational philosophy—of ensefianza integral (integral or holistic 
education)—can be traced back to republican and Fourierist schools in the 
1840s and 1850s, and to anarchist and secularist schools in the 1870s and 
1880s. Very few of these were financially accessible to the children of 
workers, however, and even if financial aid were available for the children, 
it was a rare family that could spare the income, however meager, that a 
working child could bring into the family. In addition, these lay schools 
fought a continual (and usually losing) battle with the state over their very 
right to exist.” 

One response of anarchists to the effective inaccessibility of lay-con- 
trolled education was the founding of “rationalist schools.” Although these 
have been associated most notably with the name of Francisco Ferrer y 
Guardia, they were the direct descendents of efforts at ensefianza integral. 
Born in Barcelona in 1859, Ferrer spent sixteen years in exile in Paris, 
where he came in contact with the educational ideas of Paul Robin, 
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Tolstoy, Jean Grave, and others. He returned to Spain in 1901 to found the 
Escuela Moderna (modern school) in Barcelona. His goal was “to form a 
school of emancipation, which will be concerned with banning from the 
mind whatever divides men, the false concepts of property, country, and 
family, so as to attain the liberty and well-being which all desire and none 
completely realizes.””* 

Consistent with both anarchist principles and advanced educational 
theory at the time, Ferrer was committed to establishing a school that rec- 
ognized education as a political act. If one hoped to enable children to live 
in a free society, the educational system itself had to encourage freedom to 
develop and explore. Science and reason were key concepts in the schools, 
and children were to be stimulated to direct their own education. 
Consistent, too, with his understanding of libertarian principles, Ferrer was 
firmly committed to coeducation (a practice virtually unheard of in Spain 
at the time) and to mixed-class education, which would provide a context 
for people to learn to live with diversity.’” Given the rigidity of the existing 
system in Spain and anarchist suspicion of both church and state, it should 
not be surprising that Spanish libertarians attempted to establish “alterna- 
tive schools”—institutions which, true to the anarchist belief in direct 
action and propaganda by the deed, would not only educate students but 
also serve as models for a very different educational philosophy and prac- 
tice. 

Ferrer’s Escuela Moderna opened in Barcelona in September 1901, 
and it lasted, despite frequent closings because of state censorship, through 
1906, when it was closed definitively. Cristina Piera, who attended the 
school for about a year at the age of nine, described the confusion: “The 
police would come to close the school, and then...we couldn’t go. I went 
to the Escuela Moderna, and learned a fair amount there, but since they 
were always closing it, I ended up without much of an education.” The 
school was supported by parental contributions—according to what each 
family was able to pay. The classes were mixed by socioeconomic back- 
ground and completely integrated by sex as well. All students, regardless 
of background or sex, studied a “scientific” curriculum that also included 
sex education, manual work, and the arts. Ferrer recognized the need for 
appropriate textbooks and began publishing them himself in 1902. The 
books were in great demand and came to be used in rationalist schools and 
ateneos throughout the country. In addition, the school building served as 
much more than a place for small children to go during the days. It was 
also a library and community center for adolescents and adults, offering 
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classes, discussions, excursions, and the like for those of all ages who 
wished to learn. 

While Ferrer’s name has come to be the one most prominently associ- 
ated with the rationalist school movement, rationalist schools certainly pre- 
existed the Escuela Moderna, and hundreds were established throughout 
Spain in the early years of the twentieth century.’’ Igualdad Ocajia, togeth- 
er with her father and four brothers and sisters, started and taught in such 
a school in Barcelona in 1934-1935. Perhaps her description of what it 
meant to teach children in a free and open environment can provide some 
sense of the “modernity” of the “modern school movement”: 


In our school, we tried to get a sense of each child’s particular nature or 
character. We would tell them a story. And through this story, they would 
reflect themselves...They cried and they laughed...We never had to yell at 
them. People talk about exercising ‘authority.’ But what authority can 
they have if they don’t know how to control [children] with feeling, with 
love?... 

You can help little creatures to become active, productive people, pro- 
ductive in ways that are true to themselves, because you have studied 
them, seen what they enjoy...We taught mechanics, music, arts...We had 
mechanical toys, for example, to see whether, when he was playing with 
them, a particular child would awaken to a desire, a positive inclination 
to activity of that sort.” 


Not surprisingly, given the type of attention they devoted to their stu- 
dents, teachers in rationalist schools were often revered, both by their stu- 
dents and by other members of the community. They functioned as power- 
ful models, much as the obreros conscientes or traveling teacher/preachers 
(such as Abelardo Saavedra) had served for rural workers in nineteenth- 
century Andalusia. Sara Berenguer Guillén, who studied with Felix 
Carrasquer in the “Eliseo Reclus” school, Pura Pérez Arcos, who studied 
with the noted Juan Puig Elias in the “Escuela Natura,” and others I inter- 
viewed all vividly recalled their experiences with teachers they respected. 
Igualdad Ocafia reported that students she meets now, forty years later, still 
talk of their experiences in the school her family ran. And Ana Cases dis- 
covered, during the course of research she was doing in 1981, that many of 
those who had studied with Josep Torres (known as Sol de la Vida) in 
Arbeca, a small village in Lerida, still had the notebooks and workbooks 
they had used in the 1920s.” 

Many young people who eventually became militants in the anarcho- 
syndicalist movement attended one or another of these schools, but atten- 
dance was clearly not limited to anarchists or anarchist-sympathizers 
alone. Since they offered an alternative to the highly rigid structures and 
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rote learning methods of the dominant school system, the schools 
attracted considerable numbers of children from the progressive middle 
and upper classes as well. 

Aside from the somewhat formally structured rationalist schools, the 
anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist movement created and supported a large 
number of ateneos. Many neighborhood educational/cultural centers were 
started by CNT locals; almost every working-class barrio of Barcelona had 
one during the early years of the Republic. For those who had never been 
to school, the hundreds of ateneos that sprang up around the country 
offered a chance to learn to read and write. Most had classes during the day 
for young children, and in the evening (usually from 7 to 9 P.M.) for older 
people, who would come after work. In the words of one participant, “The 
education in the school was a totally different kind of education...Each per- 
son would talk about what he had read (which often varied a great deal, 
since sometimes we didn’t understand what we were reading!), and then 
we would all talk about it, and think about what each had said...As far as I 
am concerned, the school and the books were probably the greatest factors 
shaping my development.’”*° 

In addition to its importance as a place for learning basic skills and 
competences, the ateneo had important social functions. Ateneos were 
popular “hangouts” for young people, particularly during times when they 
could not afford even the ten centimos to go to a movie!*' Because they 
were at least formally separate from the unions, many were able to remain 
open during periods of political repression, when unions were forced to 
close their doors and/or go underground. Consequently, they also served as 
important centers of communication. Further, virtually all ateneos includ- 
ed theater, recreation, and—particularly for those in urban barrios—trips 
out of the city. In addition to offering opportunities for exercise and fresh 
air, these excursions were thought to provide moral and intellectual bene- 
fits: giving young people a chance to see firsthand the mountains, valleys, 
and rivers they might have learned about in classes; overcoming the nar- 
rowness of vision that comes from living in crowded urban environments; 
providing an occasion for them to experience “the influence of nature on 
the human spirit.” Exposure to nature, one writer explained, will “allow 
young people to experience freedom, so that they will want to live it and 
defend it.”®’ 

As community-based organizations, ateneos offered opportunities for 
preparation that were particularly important for working-class women, 
who had relatively fewer contexts than did men to gain such experiences. 
Those women who became activists in the CNT and/or in Mujeres Libres 
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reported virtually unanimously that their experiences in ateneos, schools, 
and cultural activities were crucial to that process. They learned to read 
and, equally important, developed meaningful peer relationships with boys 
of their own age—an experience that was otherwise closed to them in the 
highly sex-segregated Spanish society. Through the ateneos many young 
people experienced that cambio de mentalidad (consciousness-change) 
which was a crucial step in their becoming militants in the movement: 


The building belonged to the union (textiles). The Escuela Libre [Escuela 
Natura of El] Clot] was upstairs, and the sindicato and our group, I think, 
were downstairs...My sisters and I went to school at night. (We couldn’t 
go during the day, because we had to work.) And—remember this detail, 
because it’s important—in order to save money, the union had the women 
do the cleaning...Afterwards, there would be meetings of Sol y Vida [the 
cultural group]...True, people went to union meetings, but relations with- 
in the group were more intimate, the explanations more extensive. That’s 
where we were formed most deeply.*° 


In addition to the schools and cultural centers, the anarcho-syndicalist 
movement supported an enormous array of newspapers, magazines, and 
clubs that challenged conventional norms and provided channels for bring- 
ing alternative perspectives to a broader audience. The movement newspa- 
pers Solidaridad Obera, CNT, and Tierra y Libertad combined political 
commentary with extensive cultural criticism. Almost every issue had an 
article dealing with some aspect of education, and in the years before and 
during the war, many carried articles devoted specifically to women. Tierra 
y Libertad, for example, published a woman’s page each week, in which 
many of the women who were to be active in Mujeres Libres tested out 
ideas about sexuality, work, or male-female relations and had an opportu- 
nity to communicate with the larger anarcho-syndicalist community. 
Magazines such as La Revista Blanca (Barcelona), Natura (Barcelona), 
Estudios (Valencia), and Tiempos Nuevos examined a range of issues from 
collectivist politics to birth control, nudism, and vegetarianism. 

Particularly for people who lived in places relatively isolated from 
organized anarchist or anarcho-syndicalist activity, the press provided 
important sources of information and a “route in” to the anarchist commu- 
nity. Soledad Estorach, for example, who came to Barcelona at the age of 
fifteen, alone and isolated in her interest in what she termed “communism,” 
read La Revista Blanca and, through it, made her way to the ateneo: 


86 Martha A. Ackelsberg 


I was reading newspapers and magazines and trying to find ‘commu- 
nists’... The first person I went to see, in fact, was Federica Montseny’s 
mother, Soledad Gustavo, because she was a woman! I didn’t know how 
to get in contact with these people. And I figured that those people who 
were writing about communism must somehow...live differently. I had 
been reading La Revista Blanca, and I saw that this woman Soledad 
Gustavo wrote for them, so I went to the address given in the magazine 
and asked to scc her. I was shown right in. I guess they thought | was a 
compafiera. She received me without any understanding...I can’t even 
remember just what I asked her. Probably “How do I find people?” And 
she said, “All you have to do is find an ateneo in your barrio” and she 
more or less threw me out...Anyway, I went to the ateneo. The first man 
I met there was Saavedra, the grandfather of Enriqueta and the others. He 
was very old even then. But I fell in love with him immediately...he 
showed me the library... was entranced by all those books. I thought that 
all the world’s knowledge was now within my reach.™ 


Education as Empowerment 


For all that the ateneos provided in the way of opportunities for young 
and old to learn to read and develop some “culture,” probably their most 
important long-term effect was the creation of a community—a communi- 
ty of people who believed that they could effect change in the world. The 
network of friends and comrades established there provided participants 
important sources of both moral and material support through their years 
of struggle in the movement and during the Civil War. Men and women 
who had participatca iii iese proups aS DOYS and giris reterred to their 
experience with words and expressions similar to those one might use to 
describe a lost love. Even those who had become most cynical and/or iso- 
lated from the larger movement in the intervening years spoke of those 
experiences with a near reverence. No doubt, their recollections have been 
romanticized over the years. But the experience of participating in these 
groups—groups in which people attempted to interact with one another as 
they hoped they would in the “‘anarchist paradise” they were struggling to 
create—had obviously marked them deeply. 

For some of the girls, in particular, the experience of equality between 
men and women was especially energizing. It impelled considerable num- 
bers of them to insist on their equality within the context of the larger 
movement. As Enriqueta noted, the ateneos provided both an incentive and 
a model for what was to be Mujeres Libres: 
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I always felt strongly that women had to be emancipated. That our strug- 
gle was—and still is—more than just the struggle against capitalism...We 
used to talk about that a lot [in the ateneo], insist that the struggle was not 
just in the factories, in the streets, or even in the ateneos. That it had to 
go into the house. The boys would sometimes laugh and make fun of us 
when we'd say those things. They said, it is the struggle of all of us, and 
we all should struggle together. But I would say, no, it’s not just that. We 
need to express ourselves, to be who and what we are. We’ve not trying 
to take things away from you, but we need to develop ourselves, to 
demand our own rights. 


Since the groups formed out of the ateneos were primarily for young 
people, they provided youth with opportunities to act at least somewhat 
independently of their parents—an almost unheard-of experience in Spain 
of that time. Even anarchist families had difficulty with the freedom their 
daughters asserted. ““We had to ask permission every week when we were 
going to go on these excursions. Don’t think that just because our parents 
were libertarios that we were free to do as we pleased! No, none of that! 
Every week we had to ask. And if the answer to ‘where are you going?’ 
were something like ‘camping,’ then, whoa! None of that. No, there were 
lots of controls, even of our activities in the ateneo.’ Azucena and 
Enriqueta developed ways around their parents’ efforts at control. Often, 
they would put skirts on over their Bermuda shorts, ride on their bikes to 
the edge of town, where they would no longer be seen by adults, and then 
remove the skirts and continue with the group to the mountains or the 
seashore!® 

The struggles continue. Ironically, while she was telling a related story, 
Enriqueta was engaged in a continuous, loving battle with her twelve-year- 
old granddaughter who was visiting for the Christmas holidays, a battle 
that recapitulated the tensions she had described in her own youth: 
“Sometimes,” she mused, “I sit here and look at them and think ‘what have 
I done?’ But they don’t really behave very well. I think there is too much 
permissiveness in the way they’re raising children these days.’*° 

Finally, their experiences in the ateneos were specifically important to 
the women of Mujeres Libres in a somewhat more complex way. As any 
number of women reported, even within those organizations, the same 
machista, masculinist atmosphere persisted, if not in thoughts or beliefs, at 
least in action. Mercedes Comaposada, for example, who was to become 
one of the founders of Mujeres Libres, reported the following about her 
own first experience of attempting to teach a class sponsored by one of the 
CNT unions in Madrid: 
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In 1933, I went along with Orob6n Fernandez to a meeting at one of the 
sindicatos. They were trying to help with the “preparation” of the work- 
ers, and asked me to come along. Lucia [Sanchez Saornil] was there, too. 
They wanted me to teach, since they had no women teachers. But it was 
impossible because of the attitudes of some compaiieros. They didn’t take 
women seriously. There is a saying: “Las mujeres—a la cocina y a coser 
los calcetines” [Women belong in the kitchen or darning socks]. No, it 
was impossible; women barely dared to speak in that context.”’ 


Mercedes and Lucia responded to this experience by beginning the con- 
versations that ultimately led to the founding of Mujeres Libres. 
Conversely, others reported that it was often difficult to get girls to 
concentrate on learning to read, or to focus on the particular lecture at 
hand, at the ateneos. It would be necessary, they concluded, to develop 
classes and programs just for women and girls, where they could be 
approached independent of the boys, encouraged to develop their own 
potential, and enabled to recognize their own strengths beyond mothering. 
In short, the movement’s institutions for “preparation” provided impor- 
tant resources for the women who were to found Mujeres Libres— 
resources both positive and negative. On the positive side, participation in 
unions, in ateneos, schools, and in youth movement organizations offered 
opportunities for learning, for empowerment, and for making and cement- 
ing important networks of support. The cultural and educational institu- 
tions Mujeres Libres sponsored were clearly modeled on them. On the neg- 
ative side, their experience with ateneos and schools demonstrated to many 
that groups oriented specifically to women would be necessary if women 
were to emerge as fully equal members of the libertarian community. As 
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We had one million people against us. All the great revolutionaries— 
Alexandra Kollontai, Rosa Luxemburg, Clare Zetkin—tried to do some- 
thing with women. But they all found out that, from within a party, with- 
in an existing [revolutionary] organization, it is always impossible...I 
remember reading, for example, of a communication between Lenin and 
Clare Zetkin, in which he says to her, “Yes, all this you’re talking about 
with respect to the emancipation of women is very good. A very fine goal, 


but for later”’ The interests of a party always came before those of 
women.*® 


Civil WAR AND SOCIAL REVOLUTION 


The Republic and the Popular Front 


By the early 1930s, many of the deep cleavages dividing Spain along polit- 
ical, economic, social, religious, and gender lines had found political 
expression, whether in regionalist movements, labor unions, employer 
associations, or church-based organizations. At the time of the outbreak of 
the Civil War in July 1936, the CNT and UGT (the socialist trade union 
federation) each boasted a membership of between 860,000 and 1 million 
workers, committed to workplace-based and (in the case of the anarcho- 
syndicalists) community-based organizations to create a more egalitarian 
society. Given their size and the range of their activities, the very existence 
of these organizations was perceived as a threat to the traditional power of 
employer and landlord groups, the army, and the church. 

After many years of authoritarian, “constitutional” monarchy, followed 
by the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera (1923-1929), Spain became a 
republic in 1931. This republic, however, had no solid social base, having 
been established virtually by default when King Alfonso XIII abdicated the 
throne after candidates favoring a republic scored a major victory in local 
elections. From 1931 to 1933, the country was led by a weak coalition of 
centrist and left-centrist republicans, desiring to break the power of the 
church, the army, and large landholders, but reluctant to take strong action 
against them for fear of alienating them entirely and provoking a military 
coup. They instituted a series of moderate reforms, including a program of 
land reform in Andalusia and Extremadura (which, however, did more in 
the way of investigation than of actual redistribution of land). They also 
supported secular education and limited the numbers of new military com- 
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missions. But the workers and agricultural laborers who were living in a 
state of near destitution became increasingly frustrated by the lack of 
change, while the traditional forces (military, church, and landholders) 
chafed against policies aimed at restricting their privileges. A center-right 
government took power from 1933 to 1935. It lifted many of the new 
restrictions on traditional powers and instituted more severe repression of 
leftist revolutionary activity, but it was unable to assure social peace. ' 

The elections of February 1936 sent into office a Popular Front gov- 
ernment, pledged to free political prisoners and to move deliberately 
toward a more egalitarian society. But the coalition behind that Popular 
Front was tenuous at best. The slate presented in the elections reflected a 
hastily constructed coalition, with a platform that was less a compromise 
of all the differing views than “an acceptance of the Republican program 
by the workers’ parties.”’ What united the groups was mostly negative—a 
desire to defeat the Center-Right coalition. But the Left’s victory depend- 
ed on the support of a considerably more revolutionary working-class elec- 
torate, united (to the extent it was) by the memory of joint struggle during 
worker uprisings in Asturias, in particular, in 1934.° 

The election both revealed and masked the deep divisions in the coun- 
try. Leftist parties, taken together, had won a narrow victory over those of 
the Right. Center parties experienced a notable drop in support. Spain was 
increasingly polarized between Left and Right. But the workings of the 
electoral system created a Cortes with a strong Center-Left majority. 

The limits of these arrangements were made manifest in the months 
that followed. Although the Popular Front coalition won the election, nei- 
ther socialists nor anarchists would accept formal roles in a government 
that, in their view, remained “bourgeois.” The new Republican government 
attempted to put into action its program of liberal reforms, which included 
land reform and the reinstatement of the secular, regional, military, and 
education policies of the Republican-Socialist government of 1931-1933. 
Meanwhile, workers and peasants undertook their own efforts at more rev- 
olutionary change, expropriating latifundial land in many parts of 
Extremadura and Andalusia and engaging in industrial strikes and work 
stoppages in urban areas. Assassinations on both Right and Left con- 
tributed to an atmosphere of increasing social and political unrest.* Thus, 
when Generals Franco, Mola, Quiepo de Llano, and Goded led an attempt- 
ed military coup on July 17-18, 1936, few people were surprised; the 
bonds holding the society together were already quite fragile. 
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Rebellion and Revolution 


Workers’ organizations had long been expecting a coup attempt. Many 
of those with whom I spoke, both men and women, told of sleeping in 
union halls during the week before the uprising in order to be prepared for 
a call to arms. The government, however, was ill-prepared. Both the 
national and the Catalan governments had refused to accede to UGT and 
CNT demands to arm the workers, fearful that workers would use those 
arms against the Spanish Republic rather than defend it against a military 
coup. Nevertheless, when the four generals rose (on July 17 in Morocco, 
and July 18 on the mainland), the response of the populace was swift and 
strong, particularly in areas with large numbers of unionized workers, such 
as Catalonia, Madrid, and Asturias. Men and women, boys and girls 
stormed the armories to grab the guns and ammunition that the government 
refused to provide them. People took to the streets with whatever weapons 
they could find to confront the rebel army. 

In the weeks and months that followed, anarchist and socialist activists 
drew on their experiences in labor unions, community groups, and infor- 
mal cultural and educational centers to mobilize millions of people and 
take control over vast areas of the economy and society. Particularly in 
areas of anarchist strength such as Catalonia, workers took over factories 
and workplaces. In rural areas, workers’ organizations expropriated large 
properties, small landholders pooled their lands and animals, and munici- 
palities instituted new cooperative systems of cultivation. Soon millions of 
people were living or working in anarchist—or socialist-inspired collec- 
tives (both rural and urban-industrial), marketing through cooperatives, 
and restructuring their interpersonal relationships. 

Reports by participants in these events can, perhaps, give some sense 
of the excitement in the air. For the first time, large numbers of working 
people felt in control of their world, participants in a process that was 
transforming it totally. As Pepita Carpena (who was fifteen at the time) 
described it: 


Great things were done in Spain... You had to live it in order to understand 
it. saw those compafieros who created the collectives, who organized the 
socialization...who took charge of things without any pay or compensa- 
tion whatever, just so that the pueblo would have what it needed...When 
I was fourteen and fifteen, I had experiences that would stay with me all 
my life...such a flowering of ideas-made-reality...Even if I had died, I 
wouldn’t have wanted not to have had that experience.” 
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Thousands of people took part in the events of the first days. Enrique 
Cassanies, together with his buddies from the FIJL, had entered the armory 
at San Andrés at dawn on July 19, joining with other anarchist militants to 
obtain arms to put down the rebellion. His mother, Cristina Piera, awoke 
that morning to hear the sirens blaring, and she followed the crowds to the 
armory. (Union organizations had sounded an alarm to signal that the rebel- 
lion had begun and to call out cveryone in a general strike in opposition to 
it.) Her story was probably typical of that of many people who were not 
themselves militants in any movement, but who were caught up in the 
excitement of the moment: “I woke up in the morning and heard that peo- 
ple were in the armory...So I went there. Everybody went...I took a pistol 
and two ramrods [for rifles]. What I could carry. They had gunpowder there, 
too...Even me, with the little I knew, and could do, I was there. People took 
arms and ammunition, and I took what I could.” 

Soledad Estorach and four or five other members of a women’s group 
in Barcelona had been meeting throughout the night of July 18 in a room 
lent to them by the builders’ union, on the Calle de Mercaders, behind the 
Via Layetana (in the center of Barcelona). Marianet (Mariano Vazquez) 
and all the rest of the “high command” of the CNT had gone off to storm 
the military barracks at Atarazanas, at the foot of the Ramblas. 


They left us there alone at 5 A.M. when the sirens went off. There were 
people all over the Plaza de Macia, and the whole area, and everyone 
went off to get arms—because the Generalidad, at that point, still refused 
to arm the people. I joined that mass, too, for a while. 


Still early in the morning, she went back to the union hall with the rest of 
the companerms, 
There was shooting everywhere...It was very frightening. We didn’t know 
what was happening, or what we should do. We figured that, if the worst 
happened, and the compafieros couldn’t prevail at Atarazanas, that we 
could make a refuge. So we went to the Casa Cambé, one of the most 
beautiful buildings in Barcelona, on the Via Layetana. We had a small 
pistol and a few sticks... 

There was construction going on across the street, and there were lots 
of sacks of bricks around. We took them to make barricades, and brought 
some inside, too, to fortify the building. The doorman was very sweet. He 
let us in, but told us not to get the elevator dirty or he might lose his job! 

So we took all the stuff upstairs and made barricades and fortifications. 
And when the compafieros returned—victorious, of course—and saw 
how beautiful it was, they took it over as the Casa CNT-FAI.’ 


She went on to discuss the hours and days that followed, and the role of 
women in quelling the rebellion: “The most important thing women did— 
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aside, of course, from the heroic things they did along with everyone else— 
was to go up to the roofs of the buildings, with paper loud-speakers, and call 
out to the soldiers to come to our side, to take off their uniforms and join 
the people.” 

Enriqueta Rovira, who was about twenty at the time, had been vaca- 
tioning with friends at Blanes, on the Costa Brava. Compafieros from the 
Comité in Barcelona called the Comité in Blanes to let them know what 
was happening, and Enriqueta hopped the first train back to the city. 


Most of the action was in the center of Barcelona. I had a pistol—they 
had given me a pistol. Imagine me, who had never even had a toy pistol, 
because my mother was opposed to such things! But they had given me 
a pistol, andI was prepared to use it. But they soon said no. That this was 
no place for a woman...I didn’t know how to use it, and there were com- 
pafieros without arms. So they sent me—and all the women, all fami- 
lies—to build barricades. We also took care of provisions. Women in each 
barrio organized that, to make sure that there would be food for the 
men...Everyone did something.® 


Revolutionary Rebellion: The Militias 


Nevertheless, some women did take up arms, and even joined the pop- 
ular militias. Concha Pérez, for example, the daughter of an anarchist mil- 
itant, had begun her own activism at age fourteen, joining an anarchist 
affinity group and an ateneo libertario, Faros (in the center of town). 
Shortly thereafter, she helped to organize a group affiliated with the JJLL. 
But soon, she and others turned their attention to their own neighbor- 
hood—Las Corts—and established an anarchist group and ateneo liber- 
tario there, called “Humanidad.” Eventually, they also created an FAI 
group, “Inquietud” (to which Felix Carrasquer and his compafiera Matilde 
Escuder also belonged), as well as the rationalist school, “Eliseo Reclus.” 

While those early years had been filled with much intense activity for 
Concha, including some months spent in jail for her part in the uprisings 
of January and December of 1934, the weeks and months before the gen- 
erals’ rebellion in July of 1936 represented an entirely different level of 
involvement. For about a month before the rebellion began, everyone had 
been on alert: “It was known that, almost for certain, there was going to be 
an attempted coup d’etat, and we were on alert...” During the last week 
before the uprising, tension was high and life was particularly intense: “We 
met every night...readied for action, until they let us know that there was 
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shooting in the streets.’ Soon, word came that it was time to act: “Then 
they told us that we should go get mattresses, because we were all sleep- 
ing on the floor of the place where we were staying.” Where did they go? 
To local houses of prostitution! They gathered up mattresses, and took 
them back to the local, and put them on the floor. They kept up their watch 
for a couple of days, in this way, sleeping on the floor of the room in turns, 
and taking turns, as well, dealing with snipers in the streets. 
But then, 


We got word that they had risen in arms in Pedralbes. So we took a truck 
that we had there, covered it with mattresses and with the few arms that 
we had (I had a little pistol), and we went to assault the armory. Imagine! 

When we got there, we saw that compafieros had also come from 
Sants. We filled the truck with arms (we made two trips), carrying arms 
to the barrio. We were there for a few days...We freed the prisoners from 
the Modelo Prison. 


After a few days of street fighting in Barcelona, they went again to 
Pedralbes “there they gathered us to go to the front.” 

Concha’s story exemplifies Mary Nash’s comment about the “typical 
profile of a militiawoman...a young woman, with political, familial, or 
emotional ties with compafieros in the militias. They were motivated by 
their social and political conscience...”'° Such a political/social conscious- 
ness was the critical factor that differentiated the militias from a tradition- 
al army. As H.E. Kaminski had noted at the time, “...the militia is a mili- 
tary band, that engages in a civil war not for abstract values, nor to conquer 
territory, and certainly not for colonies...but, rather, for the personhood of 
each individual.” Its goal—”to defend the Revolution’! 

And, while Concha was to be one of a relatively small number of 
women who actually served at the fronts, many—both men and women— 
responded to the initial call to come to the defense of the Republic and— 
more specifically—the revolution, and to form militias. As Kaminski 
wrote, 


...the first impression that a foreigner receives in Catalonia comes from 
the militias. You see them everywhere, with their varied uniforms, and 
their multicolored insignias. You could make the most picturesque illus- 
trated books with portraits of militiamen and women.'* 


After a few days spent at Pedralbes, Concha set off for the Arag6én front 
with her group from Las Corts (which included her compafiero). Even in 
the early days of the fighting, relatively few women actually took up 
arms—many of those who were there functioned primarily as “support 
personnel,” taking care of “those traditional women’s jobs like cooking, 
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sewing, and cleaning.”’* Nevertheless, there were at least some mili- 
cianas—Concha Perez, Rosario Sanchez, Casilda Méndez, Pepita Vazquez 
Nufiez, among them—who functioned “‘as men.” At the front, assigned to 
the Columna Hilario-Zamora, Concha was sent to Azaida, and eventually 
participated in the first (“‘disastrous’’) attack on Belchite. She reports that 
“they never treated me differently than anyone else, or separated me from 
the group... There was a truly great respect....We helped to do all those 
things that the men couldn’t get to, to help them. And, besides that, we 
functioned as militiawomen, we took guard duty...” Before the attack on 
Belchite, in fact, Concha took part in an advance search party, “walking for 
I don’t know how many kilometers. I was wearing alpargatas (slipper-like 
soft-soled shoes), and by the end, I was walking without any shoes at 
allt" 

Concha remained at the Aragon Front for a number of months, until 
word came of plans to militarize the militias. At that point, she decided to 
leave, returning to Barcelona in November of 1936. But civilian life 
seemed empty after the intensity of the front: “Here [in Barcelona] there 
was nothing for me; I was left rather depressed and demoralized.” So, 
when she met compafieros on leave from the army who were headed for 
Huesca, she returned to the front with them, joining with an Italian group 
of the International Brigades, Grupo Carlo Roselli. Nevertheless, provi- 
sions were extremely poor, and conditions were miserable: “There, we 
caught scabies, because we were living in such horrible conditions, mini- 
mally clothed...We slept on straw...they had to order us back to the rear- 
guard. Then I realized that there was important work to do in Barcelona...” 
So she returned to Barcelona, and eventually found a position in an arms 
factory, where she worked (and served on the factory committee) until the 
end of the War. 

Although Concha and others fought along with men—some remaining 
at the front long after militarization—it seems clear that the militiawomen 
were never fully accepted by most elements of the society—even among 
revolutionary circles.'° Pictures of milicianas appeared on posters and in 
the press, particularly during the first few weeks of the war. But the reali- 
ty of women soldiers proved more difficult to accept. Mary Nash has 
argued, in fact, that “although she was a woman in arms, she was not 
encouraged to take up arms as a soldier; indeed, the miliciana was not at 
all representative of women’s resistance during the Civil War”—-which, for 
the most part, was focused on activities on the homefront.'® The image of 
the miliciana was meant to encourage popular mobilization; but, after the 
initial enthusiasm of the first days and weeks of the revolution, even most 
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women’s organizations seemed to adhere to the slogan, “Men to the front, 
women to work.” 

What accounts for this retreat from the enthusiastic embrace of 
women’s participation that seemed to mark the early days? Mary Nash has 
argued that, with very few exceptions, neither the populace at large nor the 
revolutionary organizations were ready for such a dramatic challenge to 
traditional gender rolcs. Once it became clear that there was a war to be 
fought, virtually no organization was prepared to argue that women ought 
to be equally involved in fighting it. On the homefront, yes: there, women’s 
contributions were acceptable, if not essential. But not at the battle- 
fronts.'” 

Indeed, almost from the beginning, there were efforts to remove 
women from the battlefronts. Such efforts only intensified as the rebellion 
turned into a full-scale civil war, and a virtual campaign of derision against 
the milicianas accompanied militarization. In Nash’s words, ““A movement 
to discredit the figure of the miliciana began almost immediately, and the 
initial attitude of popular enthusiasm soon took on a more critical, even 
mocking, tone that, surprisingly, was not openly opposed by any of the 
women’s organizations.”'* In some venues, and in much of the press, mili- 
Clanas were accused of having gone to the front simply for purposes of 
prostitution, and they were castigated for undermining the health and 
morale of men at the front."? Some of the women’s organizations, and espe- 
cially the Communist Party press, focused their attention on developing the 
position that women’s place was not at the front, but at work in the rear- 
guard.”° At their best, such arguments drew on traditional sex-role stereo- 
types, claiming that women were less well-suited to military action, and 
that they could best serve the cause through filling in places in factories left 
by men who had gone to fight. 

In fact, however, as we will see below (Chapter 5), the response of 
Mujeres Libres was somewhat more ambiguous. It is true that, neither in 
the journal, nor in published writings by its militants, did the organization 
directly oppose the removal of women from the fronts. But the journal did 
regularly run articles noting the participation of women, both in the initial 
fighting and in the militias at the battlefronts. To give just one example, 
Mujeres Libres no. 13 contained an article on “La Capitana de 
Somosierra,” telling the story of Pepita Vazquez Nufiez, a miliciana who 
had been at the front from the beginning.”! 

What is particularly interesting is that the tone of many of these arti- 
cles was somewhat apologetic, as if in response to a sense that women’s 
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action in the field of war would be looked at with skepticism, at best. Thus, 
for example, an article in Mujeres Libres no. 5, in October of 1936 stated: 


It is not our fault that we cannot defeat with feminine niceties or human- 
itarian reason aggressors organized to destroy us, and armed with can- 
nons, machine-guns, rifles and bombs. We are fighting for life, and it is 
not our fault that, in this struggle, we have to deal with death.” 


Thus, although some women did stay at the fronts, most either chose, 
or were forced, to return to civilian life, and to continue their activities on 
the home front. There, there was much to do. And, as we will see, Mujeres 
Libres would devote most of its efforts to supporting revolutionary 
activism in those venues. 


Popular Revolution and Collectivization 


A massive popular revolution—in both rural and urban-industrial 
areas—followed these first heady days. Once the rebellion had been 
quashed in some of the major cities and opposing battle lines had been 
drawn, it was clear there would be civil war. The resulting political vacu- 
um both required and made possible social experimentation on a massive 
scale. Somehow, social order would have to be reestablished and the econ- 
omy kept going, even if under a new system of management (necessary 
because, at least in some areas, landholders and industrial managers had 
fled to the rebel-controlled zone). 

Catalan industrial workers responded to the rebellion by taking over 
factories and running them under one or another variation of “workers’ 
control.” In many rural areas, laborers took over management of fields 
from absentee landlords, and small landholders pooled their land and farm 
animals to create agricultural cooperatives and collectives. Municipalities 
everywhere in Republican Spain set up new systems for public works, 
transport, food, and supplies. And, for a time, militias replaced the army, 
local “patrols” replaced the police, and popular tribunals replaced the crim- 
inal court system.” 

Not all collectivization was voluntary. Nor did collectivization take 
place everywhere in Republican Spain; it was most prevalent in industrial 
Catalonia and Valencia, in rural areas of Aragon and Valencia, and to a 
lesser extent in rural Castile and Catalonia. Nor was it the case that all col- 
lectives were anarchist-inspired. Socialists collectivized in some areas, 
particularly in the central region, and in Catalonia many farms were col- 
lectivized by the Uni6 de Rabassaires. But the initiative tended to derive 
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from the local level, even if strongly reinforced, for example, by pressure 
from anarchist militia columns nearby. 

Years of participation in union struggles, and attention to the problem 
of coordination, alerted activists in the cities to the need for cooperation 
with their comrades in other industries and in the countryside. One imme- 
diate need was for food. As José Peirats, the anarchist historian, who was 
a young man at the time of the outbreak of the war, explained: 


We realized that, since everything was closed down because of the strike, 
people might not have food to eat. And if they could not get food, they 
would not support the revolution. So we set up food distribution centers 
for the food we had available, and we loaded up wagons with finished 
products, manufactured goods, kitchen utensils, (which we got from the 
relevant unions) and took them to the surrounding countryside, where we 
exchanged them with farmers for food.”* 


Soledad Estorach, who also took part in these activities, revealed another 
side of the revolutionary fervor: 


We requisitioned the large movie houses and turned them into communal 
dining halls. Where did the food come from? From wherever we could 
get it! We’d go around to shops in the area and requisition it, and the poor 
shopkeepers would give up everything they had. They weren’t very happy 
about it. Some of them said that we ruined them. But that couldn’t be 
helped. Those were things of the first days of the revolution, and we had 
to get food to people. Later, of course, we took trucks and went to the big 
markets and got food from there.”° 


Signs of the social transformation were everywhere. Government and 
private buildings were expropriated and draned with UGT or CNT bannczs. 
Movie theaters were turned into public refectories. Taxis and trams were 
repainted with CNT and UGT insignia. George Orwell, who first visited 
Barcelona in December 1936, reported that “in outward appearance, it was 
a town in which the wealthy classes had practically ceased to exist.” 

Creative energies found outlets both large and small. Activists were 
able to realize the ideas they had cherished for years. Soledad, for exam- 
ple, had long been fascinated by books. Although the meager wages she 
earned as a textile worker barely allowed her to support herself and her 
family, she had not lost sight of her goal of getting an education and “‘see- 
ing the world.” Soon she joined with compafieros from the Juventudes to 
begin to make that dream a reality: “We started the Universidad Popular 
[people’s university]. We took over a beautiful French convent, and requi- 
sitioned books for a library from all over the city. I was ecstatic about the 
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books. The compafieros were more educated than I, and were able to 
choose which ones were most appropriate. I would have taken them all!’’”’ 

The revolution transformed education on a broad scale. In Catalonia, 
CENU (Committee for the New Unified School) was created on July 27. 
Its goal was quite radical: the provision of free public education for all, 
from elementary through higher education, including the “workers’ uni- 
versity” and the Autonomous University of Barcelona. Its aims were 
deeply influenced by anarchist educational theory, and anarchist educators 
were prominent in its organization and functioning. Juan Puig Elias, for 
example, president of the cultural section of the CNT and the director of 
the Escuela Natura, served as president of the CENU executive committee. 
The decree creating it gives a good sense of the nature of the enterprise: “It 
is the time for a new school, inspired by rationalist principles of work and 
of human fraternity...which will create a new school life, inspired by the 
universal sentiment of solidarity and in accord with all the concerns of 
human society, and on the basis of the total elimination of all forms of priv- 
ilege.”** 

Emma Goldman, invited by the CNT to visit Spain and the revolution, 
was totally captivated by what she experienced, particularly in these early 
stages. Even before she went there for the first time, in September 1936, 
she had written to friends that it was the constructive aspect of the revolu- 
tion which seemed to her the most important: “For the first time our com- 
rades are not only fighting the common enemy. They are engaged in build- 
ing. They are expressing concretely the thought of our great teacher, 
Michael Bakunin, that the spirit of destruction is at the same time the spir- 
it of construction.”’? When she arrived in Barcelona, she was not disap- 
pointed. She wrote to Rudolf and Milly Rocker: “I have already visited all 
works in control of the CNT and operated by the workers themselves, the 
railroads, transport, oil and gas works, the aviation yards, and some of the 
clothing factories. And I was overwhelmed by the perfect condition and 
orderly running of everything. I was especially impressed with the peas- 
ants of a collectivized village. I have never thought such intelligence 
among peasants possible.’”*° 

The feelings of empowerment, or possibility, that accompanied partic- 
ipation in these activities stayed with participants for years afterward. As 
Enriqueta Rovira recalled: “The feelings we had then were very special. It was 
very beautiful. There was a feeling of—how shall I say it?—-of power, not in the 
sense of domination, but in the sense of things being under our control, if under 
anyone’s. Of possibility. A feeling that we could together really do some- 
thing.”?’ 
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Industrial Collectivization 


Preexisting structures of worker organization made possible a workers’ 
takeover of much of the industrial economy, especially in Catalonia. At the 
same time, however, those structures defined and limited who would par- 
ticipate most actively in the takeover. 

In Barcelona and surrounding areas, union organizations collectivized 
virtually all production, from barbershops to textile factories, electric 
power generation to bakeries, logging to furniture retailing. Factory com- 
mittees formed to direct production and coordinate with other units within 
the same industry. Union organizations coordinated both the production 
and distribution of manufactured goods across industries and regions. In 
some of these industries—wood, hairdressing, and bread-baking, for 
example—reorganization meant not only changes in management but also 
closing down small, ill-equipped shops, building new and larger work- 
places, and developing more efficient production techniques. The wood 
and building trades union, for example, coordinated all production and dis- 
tribution from the forests to furniture stores, built a recreational center with 
a swimming pool at 10, Calle de Tapiolas near one of these new work- 
places in Barcelona, and took over a nearby church for a day-care center 
and school for workers’ children.*” In Catalonia, a joint UGT-CNT com- 
mittee took over operation of the entire energy industry, creating a Central 
Committee of Workers’ Control of Gas and Electricity, which reorganized 
production relations and salaries, coordinated the distribution and 
exchange of resources with other parts of the country, and even attempted 
to arrange for the purchase of coal from German mines (while, of course. 
disyuising the identities ot the purchasers).*° 

In most collectivized industries, general assemblies of workers decid- 
ed policy, while elected committees managed affairs on a day-to-day basis. 
In industrial collectives, much was done through Comités de Fabrica (fac- 
tory committees). Workers’ committees had existed in all unionized plants 
during the prewar period. Participation in them enabled significant num- 
bers of workers to develop both knowledge of their enterprises and a sense 
of their own competence. The committees readily adapted themselves to 
the revolutionary context, coordinating and organizing production and—in 
the words of Dolores Prat, who served on the factory committee where she 
worked in Ripoll—’seeing that all were working, and all were content.” 
Comités de empresa (enterprise committees) constituted another layer of 
organization. These were composed of representatives from each of the 
unions, and they more or less managed the collectivized factory.* 
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In the immediate aftermath of the rebellion, for example, the coordi- 
nating council of the textile workers’ union in Badalona (a small textile 
city outside of Barcelona) asked the factory committees to take control of 
the factories and keep careful records of income, production, output, etc. 
Within a week, another communique asked members to create a workers’ 
control committee in each factory.*° These committees, formed in a gener- 
al assembly of the workers, with representatives from each section, became 
the basic units of “worker control.” The committees kept records, assigned 
duties within the factory, and monitored coordination with other enterpris- 
es and within the industry as a whole. 

Through them, the union coordinated production throughout the textile 
industry.*’ Similar structures and procedures existed in other industries. Yet 
Albert Pérez Bar6, who served as overseer of collectivizations as an 
employee of the Generalitat, was critical of the actual workings of many of 
these committees. In his view, too many CNT militants confused worker 
control with union control, and they tended to deny or dismiss any con- 
flicts of interest that might have arisen—for example, as to which factories 
were assigned what production goals, or regulation of competition and 
working conditions between factories.** 

Overall, these structures proved extraordinarily effective, not only in 
maintaining production but also in instituting changes in both production 
and personnel policies. For example, textile workers who were manufac- 
turing cloth and uniforms for militiamen developed new processes that 
allowed for the substitution of hemp for hard-to-get cotton as a basis for 
cloth. On the personnel side, one change made in the collectivized textile 
industry was the abolition of piecework for women and the incorporation 
of homeworkers into the factories. The CNT began seriously to unionize 
women and to bring them into factories to work for a daily wage. 
Furthermore, in some areas, at least, worker committees were able to put 
into practice long-held beliefs about a “right to work.” Dolores Prat, for 
example, who was general secretary of the seccién fabril of CNT textile 
workers in Ripoll, reported that when foreign orders fell after May 1937 
and hours had to be cut back, they adopted a three-day workweek, divid- 
ing the available work among all those who had worked at the plant— 
thereby avoiding unemployment—and continued to pay everyone her or 
his basic salary.” 

In many industries, especially metallurgical and industrial chemicals, 
women flooded into new factory jobs. Many unions cooperated with 
Mujeres Libres to institute training programs for these new workers. In 
Barcelona and Madrid, women ran much of the public transport system. 
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Many CNT union journals devoted columns to women’s issues, focusing 
especially on the integration of women into the work force and providing 
an appreciation of the contributions women were making to production in 
factories and to the work of the union.*® 

Nevertheless, it would not be accurate to say that women actually 
achieved equality with men in these industrial collectives. By whatever 
measure we might choose to define it—equal pay for equal work, equal 
participation in worker-management activities, or the extent of the sexual 
division of labor—the collectives fell far short of a goal of equality, 
whether along gender or other lines. 

In the area of salaries, for example, the CNT clearly compromised with 
the theoretical goal of equality. Although the organization had long been 
committed to the sueldo unico, a uniform salary for everyone working 
within the same factory or industry, industrial enterprises rarely achieved 
that goal. Factory committees in most industries maintained or reintro- 
duced wage differentials between different “grades” of work in an effort to 
retain the cooperation of managers, supervisory workers, and technical 
personnel, although they attempted to equalize wages across different “ex- 
enterprises” within a collectivized industry.*! One story frequently recount- 
ed to me concerned the workers in the Barcelona opera house. Apparently, 
a group of workers proposed that all workers (from ushers and stagehands 
to singers) should receive the same wage. The singers agreed—if the ush- 
ers and stagehands would take a turn at singing the lead roles! The pro- 
posal was quickly abandoned. 

Differentials in wages paid to men and to women also continued. 
Pepita Carnicer reported that in the collectivized textile factory in which 
she worked in Igualada (in the province of Barcelona) during the war, 
where the overwhelming number of workers were women, there were three 
levels of wages. The highest were paid to the hombres responsables, who 
were all men: the director, the foremen, and the electricians. A second level 
of salary was paid to the regular employees (“mothers of families”)—the 
maestras and ordidoras. And a third level applied to the apprentices.’ 
Although women constituted a majority of workers in the textile industry, 
they continued to perform the lowest-paying jobs. Lower pay was Justified 
on the grounds that women’s work was not as heavy nor as difficult as 
men’s. And the claim that “male” work was indeed “heavy” also excluded 
women from the higher-paying jobs. 

The situation was somewhat different in areas where there had been 
organized activity by women in the pre-Civil War period. Teresina Graells 
reported that a women’s group began meeting within the CNT textile work- 
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ers’ union in Terrassa in the early 1930s, and had succeeded in getting the 
union to adopt equal pay for equal work and maternity leaves as formal bar- 
gaining goals even before the war. That situation was unusual, however.” 

Structures of participation and leadership also fell short of the egali- 
tarian vision. The CNT envisioned an anarcho-syndicalist society struc- 
tured largely by union organizations. Although participation and leadership 
in these organizations and in institutions of worker control were officially 
open to all, in practice male workers participated more regularly in plant 
committees and tended to monopolize leadership positions.** 

There were some exceptions, particularly in heavily female industries. 
Pepita Carnicer reported that most of the members of the factory commit- 
tee in the textile factory where she worked were women-—her mother 
among them. Teresina Graells was an active member and leader of the 
women’s organization in her textile union in Terrassa, and Dolores Prat 
was secretary-general of her union in Ripoll. But their experiences were 
apparently unusual. Especially where both men and women worked 
together in an enterprise, women remained relatively underrepresented in 
leadership positions. 

Furthermore, the syndicate-based vision of social organization neces- 
sarily excluded nonunionized people from active participation in societal 
decision making. In theory, a “local union” (which included representa- 
tives from each industry of enterprise in a particular community) addressed 
matters of broader community concern. But there was no specific repre- 
sentation in these meetings of nonunionized workers or (with a few excep- 
tions) of nonunion anarchist organizations, such as the ateneos. Thus, both 
the definition of issues and decisions about them tended to be left to union 
members. 

Given the relatively low levels of women’s participation in union lead- 
ership, union dominance in social and economic decision making only per- 
petuated the effective exclusion from priority consideration of issues of 
particular importance to women. Male-dominated movement organizations 
continued to analyze women’s situation in terms of what we would now 
call a public/private split. If they thought about women’s emancipation at 
all, they understood it to take place within the work-place context. They 
were effectively blinded to the ways in which women’s domestic roles 
might impinge on their “public” (i.e., union) participation. 

In fact, the abolition of homework for women and their incorporation 
into the textile factories—regarded by the men who instituted it as one of 
the most significant achievements of collectivization, since it would allow 
for the incorporation of women into the work force as “equals” with 
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men—demonstrates the problems with a public/private analysis that 
ignores the complexity of women’s lives. Although the men who pressured 
for the change genuinely believed it would help women, the women who 
experienced it were not always in agreement. Homework had given women 
some opportunity to set their own hours and the pace of their work. 
Perhaps more important, it allowed them to care for children and family at 
the same time. [ours and wages improved significantly with the move into 
factories, but many women found it difficult to adjust to the new work dis- 
cipline, which, in the absence of provisions for child care, may have made 
it harder for them to balance their multiple roles.*° 

“Double duty” continued for women who worked in the factories and 
then had to go home to prepare food, clean, care for children, or keep 
house for their families. While many people apparently recognized the bur- 
den this placed on women, few suggested that it could change.*® At the 
same time, however, the lives of many women changed markedly as a 
result of extraordinary new opportunities for participation in a broad range 
of economic activities. The development of Mujeres Libres assured that 
there would be opportunities for women to expand their participation 
beyond the narrowly defined economic arena. 


Rural Collectives 


There were even more pronounced changes in rural areas. In many 
small villages, particularly in Aragon, anarchists created municipal collec- 
tives of which all who worked the land could hecame members. In slight- 
ly larger villages, workers expropriated and collectivized the lands of large 
landholders, allowing those who had previously owned the land to contin- 
ue working it, but assuring that all who had been sharecroppers or day 
laborers became full members of the collective. In other areas, the process 
of collectivization was more mixed: while some peasants and sharecrop- 
pers joined the collective as members, others remained outside as “indi- 
vidualists,” perhaps joining in only as members of a producers’ or con- 
sumers’ cooperative. 

Soledad Estorach traveled with representatives of the CNT, FAI, and 
FIJL through Aragon, Catalonia, and parts of Valencia in the first few 
months of the war. She described the role of these traveling activists in the 
process of collectivization: 
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When we got toa village, we’d go to the provisional committee of the vil- 
lage and call a general assembly of the entire village. We’d explain our 
paradise with great enthusiasm...And then there would be a debate— 
campesino style—questions, discussion, etc. By the next day, they’d 
begin expropriating land, setting up work groups, etc. 


We'd help them form a union or create work groups. Sometimes there 
would be no one in the village who could read or write, so some of these 
matters took a bit longer! We’d also make sure they named a delegate to 
send to the next comarcal, or regional, meeting. And we’d go out to the 
fields to work with them, to show them that we were “regular people,” not 
just outsiders who didn’t know anything about this. We were always wel- 
comed with open arms. For those people...Barcelona was like God. 
People would ask us, “Is this the way they do it in Barcelona?” And if the 
answer was “yes,” then that was enough!*’ 


On a collective in Lérida (about 175 kilometers west of Barcelona) 
called “Adelante!” expropriation of a few relatively large landholdings 
made collective members of those who had previously worked those lands 
as laborers or sharecroppers. Land was widely distributed in the Lérida 
area. Many people had some small plot of their own: few had extensive 
holdings. Although the properties expropriated to form the collective were 
not the largest holdings, they did represent properties of some signifi- 
cance.** Only a few of those who joined the collective, however, had been 
members of the CNT prior to the war. It was apparently their initiative 
which led to the establishment of the collective in October 1936.” 

In Aragon, where patterns of landholding were different, the process of 
collectivization also differed. There, it was often the case that small land- 
holders formed collectives by pooling land they had always worked. The 
collectives formed in this manner either left surrounding large land owners 
to themselves, “relieved” them or all their property beyond what was need- 
ed to support themselves and their families, or forced them to join the col- 
lective. In some areas of Aragén, most of those joining collectives had 
owned little property at all in the prewar period. A list of those entering 
collectives in the vicinity of Gelsa, for example, indicates that the majori- 
ty of those who affiliated were sharecroppers who owned little or no prop- 
erty of their own.’ Not surprisingly, the process and outcome of collec- 
tivization varied with the town and with the proximity of CNT-led militia 
units. While testimonies vary on the question of how much force was used 
in the creation of collectives, even many anarchist militants acknowledged 
that the march of CNT militias through an area helped create an “atmos- 
phere” favorable to collectivization.”’ Susan Harding highlights the ambi- 
guities: 
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Anarchist collectivization in wartime was an intensely and inescapably 
contradictory experience. Most Aragonese villages contained a nucleus 
of supporters for the anarchist revolution, and many villagers joined col- 
lectives eagerly...On the other hand, many villagers participated unwill- 
ingly in collectives and, for all, the climate of coercion created by the 
executions and threat of executions made real choice impossible.” 


In Valencia, with the exception of a few communities with a long his- 
tory of CNT militancy, the situation was similar to that in Catalonia. In the 
weeks after the threat of rebellion had dissipated (in Valencia, troops had 
remained in their barracks, loyal to the Republic), both the UGT and the 
CNT initiated efforts to collectivize latifundial land and land abandoned by 
owners disloyal to the Republic. But there were few latifundial estates, and 
relatively little of the cultivated land in the region was owned by “disloy- 
alists.” Nevertheless, through the initiative of the CNT, agricultural labor- 
ers in many villages took control of the land they worked and attempted to 
establish collectives. As it did in Arag6n and in the central region, the CNT 
set up regional federations to assist the individual collectives with produc- 
tion and coordination. But even the federations had their limits. Aurora 
Bosch has argued, for example, that all too few CNT leaders and activists 
in the area had any idea what collectivization was about. Many collectives 
were little more than producers’ and consumers’ cooperatives.°*? Among the 
collectives that functioned effectively was one called “El Porvenir” [the 
future] in Tabernes de Valldigna, where Pura Pérez Arcos was to live dur- 
ing the last months of the war. 

Regardless of the way in which the collectives began, work was usual- 
ly done in groups on a cooperative basis. In smaller collectives, all work- 
ers gathered daily to discuss what work needed to be done and how to allo- 
cate tasks. In larger collectives, representatives of each work group would 
gather at regular intervals. General assemblies of the collective met on a 
weekly, biweekly, or monthly basis, and they took up issues ranging from 
hours and wages to the distribution of food and clothing.” 

The achievements of these collectives were extensive. In many areas 
they maintained, if not increased, agricultural production, often introduc- 
ing new patterns of cultivation and fertilization. In Valencia, the UGT and 
CNT together formed CLUEA (The Unified Levantine Council for 
Agricultural Exports), which collectivized the orange export industry, the 
country’s largest source of foreign exchange. Although its operations were 
limited by the exigencies of war, lack of experience on the part of the 
workers who were running it, and the closing down of foreign markets, it 
did coordinate both production and export in a major agricultural industry. 
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Elsewhere, collectivists built chicken coops, barns, and other facilities for 
the care and feeding of the community’s animals. Federations of collec- 
tives coordinated the construction of roads, schools, bridges, canals, and 
dams. Some of these remain to this day as lasting contributions of the col- 
lectives to the infrastructure of rural Spain.» The collectivists also arranged 
for the transfer of surplus produce from wealthier collectives to those expe- 
riencing shortages, either directly from village to village or through mech- 
anisms set up by regional committees. The redistribution thus effected was 
not total: transportation and communication were often lacking, and com- 
mitment to the process was far from unanimous. But, as Felix Carrasquer 
reported, consciousness-raising was a continuing process: 


There were, of course, those who didn’t want to share and who said that 
each collective should take care of itself. But they were usually convinced 
in the assemblies. We would try to speak to them in terms they under- 
stood. We’d ask, “Did you think it was fair when the cacique [local boss] 
let people starve if there wasn’t enough work?” And they said, “Of course 
not.” They would eventually come around. Don’t forget, there were three 
hundred thousand collectivists, but only ten thousand of us had been 
members of the CNT. We had a lot of educating to do.” 


The problem was not a simple one. Except in those areas that had had 
some prior experience with comunismo libertario, collectivization repre- 
sented a marked change from former ways of organizing life, and many 
laborers evidently had difficulty adjusting to the new system. Solidaridad 
Obrera, Nuevo Aragon, Acracia, Castilla Libre, and other CNT-operated 
newspapers ran articles discussing the functioning of collectives, appealing 
to the rural petit bourgeoisie not to be afraid of the revolution and to labor- 
ers not to hang on to old ways of doing things, no matter how familiar they 
might be.°’ 

In general, and not surprisingly, rural collectives were somewhat more 
successful than industrial collectives in achieving the anarchist goal of 
equality, at least with respect to wages. There seem to have been two major 
pay schemes. One was to pay all collectivists a set amount per day. The 
other was the so-called family wage, which adjusted the amount of the 
wage to the size of the family in an approximation to the communist-anar- 
chist goal of “to each according to his need.” 

Some collectives paid all workers the same wage, regardless of the 
type of work done. Those of Monzon and Miramel in Aragon, for exam- 
ple, paid men and women equally. But most collectives set fairly signifi- 
cant differentials between wages paid to women and those paid to men.*® 
Even the family wage systems incorporated this unequal valuation of 
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labor. “Adelante!” (in Lérida) and “El Porvenir” (in Valencia), for exam- 
ple, paid wages to the “family head” scaled according to the number, sex, 
and ages of people in the family. The head of family in “El Porvenir” 
received 4 pesetas per day for himself; 1.50 for his compafiera; 0.75 for 
each child over ten; and 0.50 for each of those under ten.*? Some collec- 
tives in Aragon operated with a combination of these two systems. In 
Fraga, for example, women who worked outside ithe home in the tradition- 
ally feminine task of tending and packing figs received the same daily 
wage for their work as did men. During those months when they “simply 
kept house, or kept up the family plot,’ they were not paid. The family 
wage paid to the husband or father was said to reflect their contribution 
indirectly.” 

In addition, a traditional sexual division of labor seems to have pre- 
vailed in the distribution of work within the collective. The minutes of the 
Lérida collective, for example, suggest a widespread acceptance of the 
proposition that norms for women’s work should be different from those 
for men’s.°' Evidence from other collectives reveals similar expectations. 
Everywhere, domestic chores fell automatically to women. And, except on 
small or very poor collectives; women worked outside the home only 
under unusual circumstances, such as the harvest, when all hands possible 
were needed.” 

Finally, a traditional sexual division of labor also seems to have pre- 
vailed in the nature and extent of participation in leadership and decision 
making within the collectives. Both the minutes of “Adelante!” and inter- 
views with male anarchists from other collectives suggest that women’s 
involvement in communal decision making was rather limited. Given the 
devaluation of women’s worth, such reports should not necessarily be 
taken as indicative of the levels of women’s participation. Nevertheless, a 
number of women also reported that women were often silent in meet- 
ings—a silence they attributed to the fact that most women had had little 
experience in public speaking. As we will see, this was to be yet another 
concern that Mujeres Libres would address. 

It is, of course, possible that, then as now, women did much and 
received little or no recognition for it. Soledad Estorach reported that there 
were some collectives in Arag6n where the first delegates to the village 
committee were women. Why? Because men were often away from home 
for long periods, tending the flocks. Those who actually kept the villages 
going on a day-to-day basis were the women. From all reports, however, 
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the leadership of women in these villages represented an exception to the 
general pattern, rather than the rule. 

Still, the collectives had accomplished a great deal. Women participat- 
ed actively in some rural collectives, and even took positions of responsi- 
bility in them. Degrees of personal freedom increased dramatically. In a 
significant number of areas, formal marriage ended, even if the nuclear 
family remained in the norm.® Working-class women began to act 
autonomously. 


Political Consolidation and Counter-Revolution 


No account of the social revolution would be complete without a con- 
sideration of the political context in which it took place—both internation- 
al and domestic—and the impact of changes in that context on the course 
of the revolution itself. I noted above that the rebellion marked the effec- 
tive collapse of official governmental power. In the major republican 
strongholds, victorious workers’ organizations quickly took responsibility 
for the establishment of public order. In most cities, formal institutions of 
government were replaced by Anti-fascist Militia Committees, consisting 
of representatives of the various parties and worker’s organizations active 
in the community. What resulted was an attempt to reflect in political insti- 
tutions the unity of purpose and of struggle that had been experienced in 
the streets. 

Still, the political transformation was not total. While these committees 
took over the formal direction of communal life at the local level, preex- 
isting institutions were not always totally destroyed. In Catalonia, for 
example, the Generalitat (the autonomous Catalan government) continued 
to function as the region’s formal government, while popular forces organ- 
ized the Central Committee of Antifascist Militias of Catalonia, with rep- 
resentatives from socialist, communist, and regionalist republican political 
parties, and the major working-class organizations, including the UGT and 
CNT, in numbers roughly proportional to their support in the population.” 
(The comparable institution in Arag6n was the Consejo de Aragon, and in 
Valencia, Comité Ejecutivo Popular. In Aragon, however, unlike Catalonia 
or Valencia, there was no other formal governmental structure. The revo- 
lutionary committee ruled the region throughout the Civil War.) 
Nevertheless, this brief period of “dual power” ultimately allowed time for 
the reconsolidation of power in the hands of the government.” 


110 Martha A. Ackelsberg 


These political shifts were heavily influenced by the international con- 
text of the Spanish Civil War. The war began in the summer of 1936, when 
Hitler had already established himself in power in Germany, and it ended 
in the spring of 1939, shortly before Germany’s invasion of Poland marked 
the official outbreak of World War II. Those countries which could have 
been expected to be the natural allies of Republican Spain—England, 
France (which had its own Popular Front government), and the United 
States—adopted a policy of “neutrality,” fearful of offending Hitler and 
Mussolini or of supporting the “Red” Spanish government. They refused 
not only to sell arms to the Republic, but refused even to allow trade in any 
materials that might be of strategic use. This policy was implemented with 
notable inconsistency: Franco’s “nationalist” government somehow man- 
aged to purchase oil and gasoline from U.S. oil companies despite the 
embargo, for example. Meanwhile, although Hitler and Mussolini had also 
signed the ‘“‘Nonintervention Treaty” in August 1936, they made it clear 
that they had no intention of abiding by its provisions. Over the years, they 
supplied arms, war materiél, troops, and massive air support to the rebel 
side (the most notable example of the latter being the Luftwaffe air raid on 
the Basque town of Guernica). The Republic was effectively isolated and 
abandoned. But for the support of the Soviet Union and Mexico, beginning 
in October 1936, it would probably have fallen to the rebels before the end 
of that year.” 

Nevertheless, while Soviet aid may have been crucial in allowing the 
resistance to continue, it also affected the course of the social revolution 
and of the Civil War itself. Stalin actively supported the Popular Front 
strategy in an effort to build an alliance with the capitalist West against the 
fascists. Hence, it was in his interest to play down (if not to repress) the 
revolutionary aspect of the Spanish Civil War and to represent it to the 
West as a simple war of democracy against fascism. 

As the war dragged on, andthe support of the USSR became ever more 
central to the Republic, the influence of the Spanish Communist party 
(which had had a mere three thousand members at the outbreak of the war) 
over Republican policy grew. The politics of the Popular Front—defined as 
winning the war and defending the democratic republic—came increas- 
ingly to replace, and then to dominate, the worker-based revolutionary 
alliances. The PCE (Spanish Communist party) and PSUC (the Catalan 
Communist party) became the representatives of the petty bourgeoisie and 
small peasantry against the revolutionary workers’ organizations. Very 
early, they adopted an explicitly counterrevolutionary policy, opposing 
popular militias and collectives and advocating the protection of private 
property.°’ 
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Libertarian movement organizations struggled to resist these policies, 
but the pressure was intense. As early as September 1936, the CNT was 
emphasizing the importance of antifascist unity. In a radio address in 
Madrid, for example, Federica Montseny declared, “Now we are neither 
socialists, nor anarchists, nor republicans, we are all anti-fascists, since we 
all know what fascism represents.”** Toward the end of that month, three 
CNT members joined the Council of the Generalitat of Catalonia, which 
now had representatives of all the workers’ organizations as well as politi- 
cal parties, and a few days later, the Central Committee of Antifascist 
Militias dissolved itself. Joining a political body, of course, was a clear 
deviation from traditional anarchist principles. Solidaridad Obrera justi- 
fied the move in terms of the necessities of war: “In a war, there must be 
direction. A committee must be created that will be solely responsible for 
actions of a military character. And by the side of military technicians there 
must coexist a council that takes responsibility for assuring that all work- 
ers do their assigned tasks.’ 

Throughout October, Solidaridad Obrera issued repeated calls for the 
creation of a national defense council that would unite all the anti-fascist 
forces in a nongovernmental body. A politics of parties, they argued, would 
not be adequate for the task confronting them.” But the calls met with no 
positive response from Largo Caballero, the Socialist leader who was then 
prime minister. Finally, pressured to join the government or to lose access 
to arms and the coordination of the struggle, the CNT gave in. 

Representatives of the CNT and FAI joined the government of Largo 
Caballero on November 2 (accepting four ministerial positions) in 
exchange for promises of arms to Catalonia and in hopes of preserving rev- 
olutionary gains. Emma Goldman shared the concerns of most non- 
Spanish anarchists about the implications of the move. She wrote to Rudolf 
Rocker, for example, that the move “far from having helped [has] injured 
our comrades and their work beyond belief’’”' In fact, as Goldman feared, 
the anarchists began to lose ground almost immediately, as the anti-revo- 
lutionary forces gained ever more control over government policy, both 
locally and nationally. On October 24, 1936, the Generalitat issued a 
“Decree of Collectivizations and Worker Control,’ formally designed to 
“normalize” the collectivizations. Effectively, it limited the power of work- 
er control committees. By November, representatives of the collectivized 
gas and electrical power industry were complaining that the Generalitat 
had forbidden the Central Committee of Workers’ Control to withdraw any 
funds without the prior authorization of the Generalitat.’” By December 
1936, the popular militias were militarized; soon stringent controls were 
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set on industrial and agricultural collectives, limiting the extent of worker 
control. As Emma Goldman noted, the anarchists were caught in the dilem- 
ma of either attempting to impose their will (as in a dictatorship) or par- 
ticipating in the government—both “reprehensible” options. Participation 
seemed the lesser evil.” 

Within a few short months, political concerns overcame revolutionary 
aims, and the political alliance effectively defeated the revolutionary one. 
In Barcelona, Communist-led forces took the initiative against anarchists 
and the POUM in what became known as the “May events” of 1937, 
attacking the CNT-controlled central telephone building and arresting (and 
disappearing”) major POUM leaders. The CNT ministers took to the air- 
waves, urging their followers to lay down their arms so as not to give the 
Communists and the government a justification for further violence. But 
theirs was, at best, a temporary holding action; they did not have the power 
to reverse the direction of policy. Later that week, all four ministers 
resigned in protest. 

The government then took on an increasingly counterrevolutionary 
role. It imposed constraints on many industrial collectives, limiting work- 
er control in the name of war production. In August, Communist-dominat- 
ed troops, led by Enrique Lister, marched through the Aragoén countryside 
in an effort to reverse collectivization and restore lands to their “original” 
owners. Soon the government adopted an explicit policy of “war first, rev- 
olution afterwards.’”* Although many collectives continued in operation 
until they were overrun by Franco’s troops at the conclusion of the war, the 
May events of 1937 marked the effective end of the expansive period of the 
social revolution. The sense that “the world was in our hands” had clearly 
come to an end. 

Historians and former participants continue to debate the validity of 
the opposing anarchist and Communist positions on war and/or revolution. 
Many of those sympathetic to the revolutionary forces have suggested that 
the PCE policy of militarization and centralization—putting the war first 
and foremost—undermined working people’s enthusiasm for the struggle 
and left them feeling as though there were little to fight for. Goldman put 
what she termed the Communist “betrayal” in the starkest terms: “I only 
know I must cry out against the murderous gang directed from Moscow 
that is not only trying to squeeze the life out of the revolution and the CNT- 
FAI. It has and is deliberately sabotaging the antifascist front. I do not 
know of any other such instance of betrayal. Judas betrayed only Christ. 
The Communists have betrayed a whole people.”” 
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Others have criticized the CNT policy of collaboration with the gov- 
ernment, and suggested that any effort to fight a revolutionary war by con- 
ventional means was doomed to failure. Anarchists and others should have 
engaged in guerrilla warfare, rather than accepting the PCE policy of mil- 
itarization.”° Much of her private correspondence suggests that Emma 
Goldman was sympathetic to such criticisms of the CNT, although she 
publicly defended its actions as the best of the “reprehensible” choices 
available. In fact, she wrote often to comrades in Europe and the United 
States, urging them to temper their public criticisms of CNT policy.” 
Interestingly, Mariano Vazquez and Pedro Herrera (heads of the CNT and 
FAI, respectively), wrote to her in January 1938, asking that she tone down 
her own criticisms of the behavior of the Communist party and the gov- 
ernment: “To talk always about the bad attitude and actions of the com- 
munists and the Negrin government,” they wrote, may create “an atmos- 
phere of indifference...The international proletariat will ask itself: ‘Why 
should we give aid to the Spanish antifascists if its government engages in 
persecutions...worse than any other bourgeois government?’”’”® 

Finally, those sympathetic to the PCE position have argued that the 
odds against the Republic were so great that the POUM-CNT-Left 
Socialist position of revolution and war was fanciful: it was necessary to 
mobilize all resources for the war if there was to be any hope of defeating 
the rebel forces.” In fact, at the end of the war, Vazquez wrote to Emma 
Goldman that, if the CNT had committed any mistake, it was that of being 
“too revolutionary.” “If, on the 19th of July, instead of the collectives and 
the Revolution, we had concentrated on a bourgeois Republic, internation- 
al Capitalism would not have been frightened and, instead, would have 
decided to aid the Republic...Precisely what was needed was not to make 
the Revolution before winning the war.”*° 

Nevertheless, it is far from clear that the counterrevolutionary policy of 
the PCE and the government made the definitive difference in the actual 
outcome of the war. In fact, none of these positions gives sufficient weight 
to the international context. Franco and the rebels could count both on the 
direct support of Hitler and Mussolini and on the indirect support of the 
United States, Britain, and France, which refused to intervene on the side 
of the Republic and looked the other way when domestic corporations sold 
strategic goods to the rebels. On the Republican side, Soviet aid was, of 
course, crucial. But even aside from the price the Republicans paid for it— 
in strategic or in monetary terms—it could not match the aid pouring into 
the rebel camp. In many respects, the Spanish Civil War was 
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effectively decided in the international arena, though it was the Spanish 
people who bore the physical and emotional brunt of the fighting—and of 
the years of repression that followed."! 

In sum, revolution and war offered women and men dramatically new 
opportunities for social participation, in many cases contributing to a vast- 
ly broader sense of their own capabilities and of the possibilities of social 
change. Nevertheless, the long-term effects of the war itself undermined 
many of these gains. In addition to the shortages of food and raw materi- 
als, and the economic and social dislocations caused by the war, the con- 
tinuing “civil war within a civil war” set limits to the social revolution. 

Especially in the early months of the war, many organizations and indi- 
viduals envisioned the creation of a truly revolutionary, egalitarian society. 
Those goals animated the activities of anarchist movement organizations in 
general and of Mujeres Libres in particular. But the wartime situation also 
constrained what they would be able to accomplish. In the remaining chap- 
ters, I explore how Mujeres Libres developed out of this larger revolution- 
ary context and, in turn, both shaped and was shaped by it. 


IV 


THE FOUNDING OF MUJERES LIBRES 


Social revolutionary activity reached its peak in antifascist Spain in the 
first months of the Civil War, flourishing in ground that had been prepared 
by the anarchist and socialist movements during the preceding seventy 
years. Mujeres Libres was born of that preparation and of the social tur- 
moil of the Republic. Although the national federation was not formed 
officially until 1937, a journal first appeared in May 1936. Publication of 
the journal was preceded by over two years of active organizing among 
anarchist women, particularly in Madrid, Barcelona, and their surrounding 
areas. The founders of Mujeres Libres were all militants in the anarcho- 
syndicalist movement. Yet they found the existing organizations of that 
movement inadequate to address the specific problems confronting them 
as women, whether in the movement itself or in the larger society. This 
chapter explores their experiences in the movement, in preliminary organ- 
izing efforts, and in establishing an organization to struggle directly for 
women’s emancipation. 


The Anarcho-Syndicalist Movement 
and the Subordination of Women 
All those compafnieros, however radical they may be in cafés, unions, and 
even affinity groups [FAI], seem to drop their costumes as lovers of 
female liberation at the doors of their homes. Inside, they behave with 
their compaiieras just like common “husbands.”! 


Despite the strong attachments and sense of community that women 
activists developed through their involvement in unions, ateneos, and 
youth groups, even the most active women reported that their male friends 
did not always treat them with respect. Experiences varied, but the mes- 
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sage was the same: for all their commitment to equality, the boys/men 
would not treat the girls/women as their equals. “It’s true that we have 
struggled together,” Enriqueta recalled saying to her male comrades in the 
Juventudes and the ateneo, “but you are always the leaders, and we are 
always the followers. Whether in the streets or at home. We are little bet- 
ter than slaves!” 

Those women who were active members of CNT unions or who par- 
ticipated in ateneos or in FIJL groups were always a minority. Their efforts 
to incorporate other women into the activist core never seemed to get very 
far, whether because of the sexism of the men, the diffidence of the 
women, or some combination of the two. A few of their stories may help 
to recall the atmosphere of the time. 

Azucena Fernandez Barba, granddaughter of Abelardo Saavedra, had 
grown up in a household with two parents deeply committed to the move- 
ment. She and her sisters and brother helped found the ateneo Sol y Vida 
in Barcelona. But, as she reported her experiences, “inside their own 
homes, [men] forgot completely about women’s struggle”: 


It’s the same as—to use an analogy—a man who is obsessed with play- 
ing cards. They go out to play cards, and they do it regardless of what’s 
going on in the house. The same with us, only it wasn’t cards, but 
ideas... They struggled, they went out on strike, etc. But inside the house, 
worse than nothing. I think we should have set an example with our own 
lives, lived differently in accordance with what we said we wanted. But 
no, [for them] the struggle was outside. Inside the house, [our desires] 
were purely utopian." 


Pepita Carpena, who had long been active with the CNT and 
Juventudes in Barcelona, described one of her experiences with a com- 
pafiero from Juventudes that was typical of many I heard: 


Pll tell you a story because, for me, what has always been my saving 
grace is that I’m very outgoing, and I’m not bashful about responding to 
people who give me a hard time...One time, a compafiero from the 
Juventudes came over to me and said, “You, who say you're so liberated. 
You’re not so liberated.” (I’m telling you this so you’ll see the mentality 
of these men.) “Because if I would ask you to give me a kiss, you would- 
n't.” 


I just stood there staring at him, and thinking to myself, “How am I going 
to get out of this one?” And then I said to him, “Listen, when I want to 
go to bed with a guy, I’m the one that has to choose him. I don’t go to bed 
with just anyone. You don’t interest me as a man. I don’t feel anything for 
you...Why should you want me to ‘liberate myself, as you put it, by 
going to bed with you? That’s no liberation for me. That’s just making 
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love simply for the sake of making love. “No,” I said to him, “love is 
something that has to be like eating: if you’re hungry, you eat, andif you 
want to go to bed with a guy, then...Besides, I’m going to tell you 
something else. Perhaps you’ll get angry at me.” (This I did just to get at 
him, no?) “Your mouth doesn’t appeal to me...And I don’t like to make 
love with a guy without kissing him.” 


He was left speechless! But I did it with a dual purpose in mind...because 
I wanted to show him that that’s not the way to educate 
compafieras...That’s what the struggle of women was like in Spain—even 
with men from our own group—and I’m not even talking about what it 
was like with other guys.* 


The claim that concern with male-female equality did not carry over 
well into intimate personal relationships was widespread among the 
women with whom I spoke. But what bothered many of them equally was 
that many men did not seem to take women seriously even in more “pub- 
lic/political” contexts. Pura Pérez Benavent Arcos, for example, who had 
attended the rationalist school run by Puig Elias in the barriada of El Clot 
in Barcelona and joined Juventudes there, noted that when girls went to 
meetings of the Juventudes, the boys would often laugh at them even 
before they spoke! Pura got to know Soledad Estorach in Barcelona and 
told her of her experiences. Soledad apparently wouldn’t believe how bad 
it was and went herself—only to be laughed at in similar ways.° 

These attitudes and behaviors reflected some of the variety of views on 
women’s proper place in society and in a revolutionary movement that had 
been developed over time within the Spanish anarchist movement. As we 
have seen, these views ranged from a Proudhonian acceptance of women’s 
secondary status to a Bakuninist insistence that women were the equals of 
men and ought to be treated as such in all social institutions. Although the 
latter position had been adopted by the Spanish anarchist movement as 
early as 1872, women’s actual contributions to the social struggle were 
rarely acknowledged, and the CNT was lax, at best, in its efforts to organ- 
ize women workers. The situation was worse at home. Virtually all of my 
informants lamented that, no matter how militant even the most committed 
anarchists were in the streets, they expected to be “masters” in their 
homes—a complaint echoed in many articles written in movement news- 
papers and magazines during this period. 

Apparently, the belief that woman’s proper role was to be mother and 
wife was shared by at least some anarchist women. Matilde Piller, for 
example, writing in Estudios in 1934, argued that women’s emancipation 
was incompatible with her role as mother: “One cannot be a good moth- 
er—in the strict sense of the term—and a good lawyer or chemist at the 
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same time...Perhaps one can be an intellectual and a woman at the same 
time. But a mother? No.’° That view was surely a common one among 
men. In 1935, for example, in an article lamenting the lack of interest by 
women in their own emancipation (and defending the movement against 
women’s claims that it was not doing enough to address women’s subordi- 
nation), Montuenga asserted that “woman...will always be the beautiful 
side of life, and that is what...she ought to be: the lovable compafiera, who 
fortifies and soothes us in the struggle of life, and a loving mother to our 
children.”’ 

Nevertheless, the official view of the CNT was that women were the 
equals of men and ought to be treated that way in the home and in the 
movement. The Zaragoza Congress of May 1936 clearly articulated the 
egalitarian position. In the “Dictamen sobre ‘Concepto confederal del 
comunismo libertario,’”’ the most complete spelling out of the constructive 
vision of the CNT at that time, we find, “since the first goal of the liber- 
tarian revolution consists in assuring the economic independence of all 
people, without distinction by sex, the interdependence (in the sense of 
economic inferiority) created between men and women under the capital- 
ist system will disappear with it [capitalism]...[in a libertarian communist 
society] the two sexes will be equal, both in rights and in obligations.’”* 

However, acceptance of the view that women were exploited econom- 
ically, and that women’s subordination ought to be a focus of anarchist rev- 
olutionary attention, did not signify agreement about the nature of the 
exploitation or how it would best be overcome. Many argued that women 
should contribute to their emancipation by supporting male revolutionar- 
ies. Some, probably reflective of the majority within the movement. denied 
that women were oppressed in ways that required particular attention. 
Federica Montseny acknowledged that “the emancipation of women” was 
‘a critical problem of the present time.” But she argued that women’s 
Oppression was a manifestation of cultural factors (including women’s 
poor sense of self) that would not be resolved through organizational strug- 
gle.’ Paralleling the arguments of Emma Goldman, she insisted on the 
internal nature of the struggle: only when women came to respect them- 
selves would they be able to effectively demand respect from men. She 
agreed with other anarchist writers, both male and female, that the appro- 
priate goal was not equality with men under the present system, but a 
restructuring of society that would liberate all. “Feminism? Never! 
Humanism always!” 

Feminism, of course, represented yet another perspective on how best 
to achieve equality for women. Although feminism was quite late in taking 
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root in Spain (the first independent feminist organization, the Asociacion 
Nacional de Mujeres Espafiolas, was not founded until 1918 and had little, 
if any, impact on working-class women),'' feminist analyses of women’s 
subordination and strategies for emancipation attracted a great deal of crit- 
ical attention from anarchists. Federica Montseny was perhaps the most 
outspoken Spanish anarchist critic of feminism. Feminism, she argued, 
advocated equality for women, but did not challenge existing institutions: 
“Feminism is a word that is applicable only to wealthy women, because 
poor women have never been feminists, nor would they be permitted to be 
so!”!* Privileges were unjust, however, and “if they are unjust when men 
take advantage of them, they will still be unjust if women take advantage 
of them.””* 

Furthermore, Spanish feminists had claimed (along with feminists 
elsewhere) that women were more peaceful than men and that, given the 
opportunity, they would govern more justly than men. But Montseny and 
other Spanish anarchists roundly criticized this perspective: “Neither cru- 
elty nor sweetness is the patrimony of one sex...The force of authority and 
domination makes men haughty and irritable. And the same causes will 
produce the same results [in women].”'* Women were not by nature more 
peace-loving than men, any more than men were by nature more aggres- 
sive than women. Both temperaments were the products of social condi- 
tioning. The only way to end the domination of men over women was as 
part of a larger struggle to end all forms of domination. Feminism was too 
narrowly focused as a strategy for women’s emancipation; sexual struggle 
could not be separated from class struggle or from the anarchist project as 
a whole. 

A small minority within the movement as a whole also argued that 
women faced sex-specific forms of subordination that needed particular 
attention. Many of these (both men and women) insisted that the struggle 
to overcome that subordination had begun to be addressed within the CNT, 
FAI, Juventudes, ateneos, and other movement organizations, and that the 
struggle needed to continue in those contexts. Those who held this view 
interpreted the movement’s commitment to direct action and spontaneous 
order to mean that, since it was in these organizations that the dilemmas 
were experienced, these organizations were the places in which the strug- 
gles could best be worked through to their logical conclusion. Thus, 
Igualdad Ocafia, who was well aware of the ways women’s contributions 
had been devalued within movement organizations, nevertheless insisted 
that “we are engaged in the work of creating a new society, and that work 
must be done in unison. We should be engaged in union struggles, along 
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with men, fighting for our places, demanding to be taken seriously.”'” They 
opposed separate organizations for women to address such problems, and 
found support for their position in the anarchist emphasis on the unity of 
means and ends. 

Those who opposed autonomous women’s organizations argued that 
anarchism was incompatible not just with hierarchical forms of organiza- 
tion, but with any independent organization that might undermine the unity 
of the movement. Since the aim of the anarchist movement was the cre- 
ation of an egalitarian society in which men and women would interact as 
equals, the struggle to achieve it should engage men and women together 
as equal partners. They feared that an organization devoted specifically to 
ending the subordination of women would emphasize differences between 
men and women rather than their similarities, and would make it more dif- 
ficult to achieve an egalitarian revolutionary end. 


Organizing Women: First Steps 


Slowly, women in a variety of movement contexts began to discuss the 
specific subordination of women within the movement and to take steps 
toward organizing to overcome it. In some Catalan industrial villages, 
women’s groups began forming even in the last years of the dictatorship. 
In Terrassa, for example, a group of women workers, all of whom were 
members of the clandestine CNT textile workers’ union there (the CNT 
was illegal during the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera), began meeting in 
1928 in the centro cultural y cooperativista of the FAI. Their purnose was 
to become comfortable with speaking in a group and to discuss among 
themselves those issues (work or salaries, for example) that they might 
wish to raise in union assemblies. It was as a result of these meetings, 
reported Teresina Torrelles, a member of the group, that the union includ- 
ed in its demands, as early as 1931, the right of women to equal salary with 
men for equal work and eight weeks of paid maternity leave. Although this 
group hardly had the resources to “prepare” women fully, it did contribute 
a great deal to working women’s ideological development. When the war 
and revolution began in 1936, the women of Terrassa were ready to act: 
they set up a clinic and a school for nurses in the first days of the strug- 
gle.'® 

In Barcelona, a group known as the Grupo Cultural Femenino, CNT, 
began to form late in 1934 in the aftermath of the abortive October revolu- 
tion.'’ This organization brought together women involved in CNT unions 
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in order to foster a sense of solidarity and to enable them to take more 
active roles in the union and in the movement. Lucia Sanchez Saornil, a 
writer and poet, and Mercedes Comaposada, a lawyer, undertook a similar 
task in Madrid. Lucia had been active in movement circles in Barcelona 
and had the idea to start an organization to educate women. She took the 
idea to a number of unions, but they seemed totally uninterested. So she 
left Barcelona and went to Madrid, where she met Mercedes 
Comaposada."* 

Mercedes herself had begun her initiation into leftist politics at an early 
age. Her father had migrated to Barcelona from rural Arag6n in his early 
teens to escape extreme poverty, learn a trade, and find a job. He became a 
shoemaker, but mostly he was a “cultural worker.’ He taught himself 
French and German, and was the Spanish correspondent for L’Humanité. 
Mercedes recalled that he would get up at 4 or 5 A.M. to study, and would 
tease his children by asking them how they could sleep so long. There were 
always people in and out of the house: “My poor mother was a victim...She 
had no control over who would be there or when.” 

His activities, and his example, left a deep impression on her: “My 
father, who was a Socialist, left me with a very strong sense of humanity. 
I went to an escuela graduada, which was very special at the time. I had a 
wonderful teacher. One day, the teacher took me aside and said, ‘Some day 
you'll hear that your father is in jail. I want you to know that if he is, it is 
not because he’s a thief, but because he really cares about workers!’”’ 

Mercedes learned to type when she was twelve, and she went to work 
for a film company, where she learned editing and mounting. “They were 
all in the CNT, so I joined, too. My first union card was in the cinema!” 
During 1916-1917, she studied in Madrid. It was then, apparently, that she 
began taking conscious note of the plight of women, as well as of working 
people: “I was living in Madrid, where the condition of women was very 
bad—much worse than in Catalonia. And I was very impressed with the 
CNT. It was so direct, so sensible. And they were working with a prole- 
tariat that was—if you’ll excuse the expression, I don’t mean it in a deroga- 
tory way—less prepared than that of the UGT. So I joined.” 

In 1933, while she was studying law in Madrid, Mercedes was invited 
by Orob6én Fernandez to teach the workers. At that meeting, which Lucia 
Sanchez Saornil also attended, Mercedes was confronted by the negative 
ways in which even CNT militants viewed women. She and Lucia were 
both frustrated and appalled.'® 


Lucia and I left and went outside. We had an immediate understanding. 
For months, we’d meet along the Parque del Retiro, sit on the benches, 
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talk, walk some more, etc, Then, in 1935, we started sending out notices. 
Lucia was working for the railway union and had access to a list of all the 
anarcho-syndicalist-affiliated “women’s groups” (both those operating 
within unions and those outside). We wrote to all the groups on that list, 
and to any others we knew of. We asked them what issues were impor- 
tant to them, what they’d like to hear about, etc. And of course, our great 
joy was the responses. They were enthusiastic; they came from all over, 
including Asturias, the Basque country, Andalusia...and there were 
always more.” 


These two women, together with Amparo Poch y Gascon, were to be 
the initiators of Mujeres Libres and the editors of its journal. Although they 
differed in personal style and background, all were deeply committed both 
to the movement and to the enculturation of women. In fact, all were edu- 
cated women—a characteristic that distinguished them from the over- 
whelming majority of their Spanish sisters—and they sought ways to share 
the fruits of that education with other women. At eighty-eight years of age, 
Mercedes still exudes a desire to educate and to communicate the value 
and the breadth of culture and the possibilities available to women. 

As for Lucia Sanchez Saornil (who disappeared somewhat mysteri- 
ously after the war), virtually everyone recalled her as a real fire-brand. 
She was a small woman with a powerful presence as an orator, who 
reminded them—physically and in personality—of Louise Michel, the 
heroine of the Paris Commune. Although she was very diffident, Lucia 
possessed a rare ability as a speaker and organizer. She was always the one 
to sum up discussions in meetings, and she had a real authority about her, 
without being authoritarian. 

The third member of the trio was the physician, Amparo Tucn y 
Gasc6n. Mercedes recalled that, while she and Lucia always saw eye to eye 
politically, Amparo was a bit different. She had been a treintista, a mem- 
ber of the more reformist faction of the CNT, which separated from the 
mainstream of the organization in 1932. The two groups were reunited just 
before the war began.”' But she, too, was a woman of enormous energy 
with an extraordinary capacity for work. Soledad lamented, in fact, that she 
never got to know Amparo very well and has little recall of her face 
because, on those few occasions when she saw her, Amparo had her head 
buried in work!” A physician, committed to breaking through the barriers 
of shame and ignorance about sexuality that had long kept women subor- 
dinate, she had written many educational articles and pamphlets advocat- 
ing greater sexual freedom for women and challenging monogamy and the 
sexual double standard. Apparently, she lived out those beliefs. One of her 
coworkers recalled with a smile that, along with her capacity for work, 
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Amparo had a tremendous capacity for love. She had had many lovers 
(sometimes, they thought, more than one at a time!) and often teased oth- 
ers about being sexually monogamous: “Don’t you get bored,” Amparo 
would ask, “of always breaking bread with the same person?” 

Lucia and Mercedes were instrumental in beginning Mujeres Libres in 
Madrid. Amparo joined them on the editorial board of Mujeres Libres and 
later became active in Barcelona as the director of Mujeres Libres’ educa- 
tion and training institute, the Casal de la Dona Treballadora. All three 
were spurred to action by their prior experiences in male-dominated organ- 
izations of the anarcho-syndicalist movement. But the groundwork for the 
organization was also being laid by women around the country, many of 
whom were virtually unaware of one another’s existence. 

In Barcelona, for example, Soledad Estorach, who was active both in 
her ateneo and in the CNT, had also found existing movement organiza- 
tions inadequate to engage women workers on equal terms with men. 


In Catalonia, at least, the dominant position was that men and women 
should both be involved. But the problem was that the men didn’t know 
how to get women involved as activists. Both men and most women 
thought of women in a secondary status. For most men, I think, the ideal 
situation would be to have a compafiera who did not oppose their ideas, 
but whose private life would be more or less like other women. They 
wanted to be activists twenty-four hours a day—and in that context, of 
course, it’s impossible to have equality...Men got so involved that the 
women were left behind, almost of necessity. Especially, for example, 
when he would be taken to jail. Then she would have to take care of the 
children, work to support the family, visit him in jail, etc. That, the com- 
pafieras were very good at! But for us, that was not enough. That was not 
activism!”° 


The first anarchist-affiliated women’s group began to form in 
Barcelona late in 1934, building on the experiences that Soledad and other 
women activists had had with activism in mixed groups. As she reported: 


What would happen is that women would come once, maybe even join. 
But they would never be seen again. So many compafieras came to the 
conclusion that it might be a good idea to start a separate group for these 
women...In Barcelona...the movement was very large and very strong. 
And there were lots of women involved in some branches, in particular— 
for example, textiles and clothing makers. But even in that union, there 
were few women who ever spoke. We got concerned about all the women 
we were losing. Late in 1934 a small group of us started talking about 
this. In 1935, we sent out a call to all women in the libertarian movement. 
We couldn’t convince the older militants who had places of honor among 
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the men—old-timers such as Federica or Libertad R6denas—to come 
along with us, so we focused mainly on the younger compafieras. We 
called our group Grupo Cultural Feminino, CNT.” 


The responses to the call in Catalonia were similar to those Mercedes 
and Lucia received in Madrid—enthusiasm from some and ambivalence 
from others, both women and men. Many in movement organizations 
feared the development of a “separatist” group. Others framed their 
objections in the form of a claim that the women were in danger of falling 
into “feminism,” by which they meant a focus on access to education and 
professional jobs. These types of issues, of course, had long been the con- 
cern of middle-class feminists, in Spain as elsewhere, but they had been 
rejected by anarchists as irrelevant to the concerns of working-class peo- 
ple, women as well as men, and as reinforcing structures they were com- 
mitted to overthrowing. 


The charge of “feminism” mystified most of these anarchist women. 
As Soledad explained, 


Most of us had never heard of “feminism” before. I didn’t know that there 
were groups of women out there in the world organizing for women’s 
rights. There were some one or two within our group who had heard of 
feminism—they had been to France. But I didn’t know that such things 
even existed in the world! We didn’t import this from elsewhere. We had- 
n’t even realized it existed. 


Knowing that their agenda was not “feminist” in this derogatory sense, 
they ignored the criticisms and went about their business as best they 
could. Early in 1936, they held a meeting in the Teatro Olimpia, in the cen- 
ter of Barcelona, to publicize their activities and provide an opportunity for 
new women to join. Although the meeting was virtually ignored by the 
anarchist press, the hall was packed. The gathering provided the basis for 
a regional organization that included both various neighborhood associa- 
tions in Barcelona and organizations from surrounding towns and villages. 

It was not until later in 1936 that the groups in Barcelona and Madrid 
discovered one another’s existence. Mercedes Comaposada recalled that 
Lola Iturbe first mentioned to her that there was a group in Barcelona. But 
the person who really got them together was a young man named Martinez, 
the compafiero of Conchita Liafio (who was later to become the secretary 
of the Catalan regional committee of Mujeres Libres). Martinez told 
Mercedes she must go to Barcelona to meet “those women.” In September 
or October, she visited Barcelona and attended a regional meeting of the 
Grupo Cultural Femenino to talk about the work of Mujeres Libres. The 
groups had begun with somewhat different foci. The Barcelona group 
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wanted to encourage greater activism on the part of women who were 
already members of the CNT, whereas Mujeres Libres in Madrid wanted, 
in Mercedes’ words, “to develop women who could taste life in all its full- 
ness...Women with a social conscience, yes, but also women who could 
appreciate art, beauty.”*? Nevertheless, the Catalan women soon recog- 
nized their affinities with Mujeres Libres, and voted at that plenum to affil- 
late and to change their name to “Agrupaci6n Mujeres Libres.” Thus was 
begun what was to become a national federation. 

During these early months, the groups engaged in a combination of 
consciousness-raising and direct action. They created networks of women 
anarchists who attempted to meet the need for mutual support in union and 
other movement contexts. They attended meetings with one another, 
checking out reports of chauvinist behavior on the part of their male com- 
rades and strategizing about how to deal with it. 

Aside from these forms of mutual support, the most concrete activity 
in which the Barcelona group engaged during this period was the estab- 
lishment of guarderias volantes (flying day-care centers). In their efforts 
to involve more women in union activities, they had met repeatedly with 
the claim that women’s child-care responsibilities prevented them from 
staying late at work, or going out at night, in order to participate in meet- 
ings. They decided to address this problem by offering child-care services 
to women who were interested in serving as union delegates. Members of 
the group went to women’s homes to care for children while the mothers 
went to meetings. 

Of course, as Soledad noted with a typical gleam in her eye, the proj- 
ect was not simply designed to provide a service: “When we got there, 
we’d do some ‘propagandizing.’ We’d talk to them about comunismo lib- 
ertario and other subjects. Poor things, they’d be at meetings, and then 
come home just to get lectured at by us! Sometimes, by then, their hus- 
bands would be home, and they’d join in the discussion.””© 

By the time the revolution began in July 1936, both the Grupo Cultural 
Femenino in Barcelona and Mujeres Libres in Madrid had been meeting 
for some time. They had established a network of women anarchist 
activists and had begun their work of consciousness-raising. They were 
well prepared to participate in the revolutionary events of July and to 
“retool” to educate themselves and other women for the work of con- 
structing the new society. 
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The Organization “Takes Off” 


While individual groups were meeting in Catalonia and in Madrid, 
many of these same women were carrying on further organization in the 
pages of the anarchist press. Tierra y Libertad, Solidaridad Obrera, and 
Estudios, in particular, printed numerous articles concerned with “the 
woman question.” Mercedes Comaposada, Amparo Poch y Gascon, and 
Lucia Sanchez Saornil were frequent contributors. 

The debates reached a peak of intensity late in 1935, when Mariano 
Vazquez, secretary of the CNT, published two articles in Solidaridad 
Obrera on the role of women in the anarcho-syndicalist movement. Lucia 
Sanchez Saornil responded with a five-part series entitled “La cuestién 
femenina en nuestros medios” (The woman question in our media), fol- 
lowed by ‘’Restimen al margen do la cuesti6n femenina: Para el com- 
panero M. R. Vazquez” (A summary on the woman question: for 
Compafiero Vazquez), in which she developed the rationale for what was 
to become Mujeres Libres—both the journal and the organization. This 
exchange merits discussion in some detail here because it set the terms of 
the debate in the anarchist movement and press at the time of the founding 
of Mujeres Libres.” 

Vazquez’s initial article seemed sympathetic to the problems women 
faced within the anarchist movement. It began by asserting that women 
were historical actors, though they had often been forgotten and their con- 
tributions ignored. In contemporary Spain, women were effectively slaves 
of slaves; men seemed to think they dominated women by right. Why did 
women allow this, he asked? Because of their economic dependence on 
men. 10 Overcome it, he said, it would be necessary for women to join 
together with men to transform society. In struggling to create a new soci- 
ety that would guarantee economic independence to everyone, women 
would also liberate themselves from male tyranny. 

Lucia began her response with the claim that most anarcho-syndical- 
ists seemed barely interested in encouraging the full participation of 
women. Many contexts for organizing women existed: factories, schools, 
ateneos, homes. That so few women had been recruited to the movement 
indicated lack of interest on the part of the men. The real propagandizing 
about women had to be done among men, not among women: “Before you 
can reform society, you had better reform your homes.”** Furthermore, 
those anarcho-syndicalists who did attempt to organize women did so from 
the point of view of the movement, rather than from that of women.” If 
women were to be recruited into the movement, they had to be approached 
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on their terms, not on men’s, and treated as equal and capable comrades. 

Later articles developed the theme of what we now term woman’s 
“personhood” and addressed women’s economic subordination. Lucia 
challenged the notion that woman’s proper role was mother and wife. 
Women earned lower salaries than men (and undercut salaries for all work- 
ers), she insisted, because men—including men of the CNT—treated them 
as inferior.*° In addition to economics, Lucfa took on her generation’s 
equivalent of “sociobiology.” Women, she argued, had been reduced to 
nacer, gestar, morir (to be born, to be pregnant, to die). “The concept of 
mother is absorbing that of woman, the function is annihilating the indi- 
vidual.” By contrast, she insisted, anarchists ought to recognize that moth- 
er is to woman as worker is to man: “For an anarchist, the man always 
comes before the worker, the woman before the mother. Because, for an 
anarchist, before and above all is the individual.””! 

The final article in the series addressed the sexual question, chiding 
anarchist “Don Juans” who seemed to interpret increased sexual freedom 
as license to dominate women.” If anarchist ideas about sexuality and free 
love were to be communicated to young people—and they certainly should 
be—that task should be done by people who fully understand their signif- 
icance and do not use the occasion simply to increase the possibilities of 
their own sexual conquests. 

Meanwhile, on October 10, Vazquez had responded to Lucia’s first 
three articles with his “Avance: Por la elevacidn de la mujer.” While agree- 
ing with her that too many men were tyrants at home, he insisted that 
women were equally to blame in not claiming their rights. Furthermore, 
while it might be true that men did not treat women as equals, it was “only 
human,” he argued, to want to hold on to privilege. Men should not be 
expected to give up their privilege voluntarily, any more than we expect the 
bourgeoisie to voluntarily cede its power over the Proletariat.** Just as 
anarchists had always argued that “the liberation of workers must be the 
work of the workers themselves,” they ought to take up the cry that “the 
emancipation of women must be the work of women themselves!””* In fur- 
therance of this goal, he proposed that Solidaridad Obrera should take a 
cue from the bourgeois press and dedicate one page each week to women. 

Lucia’s response was sharp. She attacked those anarchist men who 
seemed to have no patience for women. It was not sufficient to say that 
“revolution is around the corner, we have no time to organize women.” It 
may be valuable to wait for the revolution, “but it’s even better to go in 
search of it, creating it minute by minute in the minds and hearts of peo- 
ple.” “Preparing” women for social revolution is part of making that revo- 
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lution. The recruitment of women should be a major, and not a secondary, 
concern of those who wish to bring about the social revolution. But she 
saved her true fire for Vazquez’s analogy of the bourgeois and the prole- 
tarian. First, she argued, it was not sufficient to say that “it’s only human” 
for men to want to hold on to their privilege—-especially if you are asking 
women for their support! Second, of course, these were not any men, they 
were supposedly anarchist men, committed to equality and nonhierarchy. 
“It may be ‘very human’ [for them to want to preserve their privileges] but 
it can hardly be called ‘anarchist’! Further, the analogy was flawed. The 
interests of bourgeoisie and proletariat were fundamentally contradictory, 
but those of men and women were not. “Since, they [men and women] are 
different, their characters complement one another and form a totality 
together... There will be no harmony in the future life if all of these ele- 
ments do not enter proportionally into its creation.” 

In short, what was at stake, she argued, was not simply the emancipa- 
tion of women, but the creation of a future society for both men and 
women. In that task, both men and women must participate as equals. 
Women had already begun to claim their full rights and personhood; it was 
time for men to recognize the importance of that struggle and to meet 
women on terms of equality. 

Finally, she rejected Vazquez’s suggestion that Solidaridad Obrera 
devote a page to women each week, and she stated in print, for the first 
time, the idea that was to be Mujeres Libres: “I am not taking up your sug- 
gestion about a women’s page in Solidaridad Obrera, however interesting 
it might be, because I have larger ambitions. I have a plan to create an inde- 
pendent journal that would be directed exclusively to the ends you have 
proposed.”?> 

Her vision, which served as a blueprint for Mujeres Libres’ activities 
in the years to follow, obviously struck a responsive chord in her readers. 
The series of articles, and the letters she and Mercedes sent to activists 
around the country, generated much support. By April, they had sent 
notices of the forthcoming appearance of Mujeres Libres to the anarchist 
press as well as to unions, ateneos, and groups of Juventudes around the 
country, and they had begun the process of organizing supporters to serve 
as reporters and to take responsibility for distribution of the journal. The 
letters they received in response from both men and women demonstrated 
great enthusiasm for the project. Many indicated that they had been wait- 
ing for this moment since Lucia’s announcement of her plan the previous 
fall in the pages of Solidaridad Obrera.* The first issue of Mujeres Libres, 
published on May 20, 1936, was sold out almost immediately. A second 
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issue appeared on June 15. Altogether, fourteen issues ware edited, though 
the last one was at the printer’s when the battlefront reached Barcelona, 
and no copies of it survive.*’ 

As the editors described it to potential contributors and subscribers, the 
journal was to appear monthly, addressed to working-class women— 
whose education had long been neglected by the movement—aimed at 
“awakening the female conscience toward libertarian ideas.”** They saw its 
mission in both political and cultural terms. Importantly (a matter stressed 
in virtually every communication), the journal was not to identify itself as 
anarchist “because of the fears that word could raise among most women 
in this country...[But it] would take upon itself to initiate them into discus- 
sion of social problems and, at the same time, raise their cultural level.’*? 
Nevertheless, Lucia constantly reminded her correspondents, although the 
word anarchist would not be used, any knowledgeable person reading the 
journal would easily recognize “the libertarian orientation of all its con- 
tent.” 

A number of features of this correspondence seem worthy of mention, 
particularly since it raised issues that were to be with the journal and the 
organization throughout the coming years. First, the editors seem to have 
relied on existing movement networks to spread the word about the forth- 
coming publication of the journal. Almost all correspondents indicated that 
they had heard about the journal in the anarchist press or from flyers dis- 
tributed at union halls, ateneos, or meetings of Juventude. Many such let- 
ters came from men, especially members of local Juventudes, who placed 
substantial orders from their communities. 

Yet, although they may have depended on movement organizations for 
communication, the editors repeatedly emphasized that they were inde- 
pendent of these organizations, financially and otherwise, and were under- 
taking this project on their own. Thus, for example, Lucia thanked Maria 
Luisa Cobos especially for volunteering help with sales and distribution 
“because...the journal is not receiving subsidy or economic support from 
anyone, and we are editing it entirely on our own.”*' Often, the pleas took 
on a tone of greater urgency. Lucia began a letter to compafieros of the 
Juventudes in Soria by apologizing for the delay in responding to their 
offer of support and noting that “you can imagine how hard we are work- 
ing to organize this all by ourselves, without help from anyone.”*” 

Not surprisingly, most of the requests for material help went to men 
and to movement organizations. They were the people who could have 
been expected to have financial means (however minimal) in Spain at the 
time. Both men and women volunteered to serve as distributors, using 
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whatever resources they had. For example, Lucia asked Diego Abad de 
Santillan (a well-known writer and anarchist theorist, member of the 
regional committee of the CNT and of the editorial board of the anarchist 
journal, Tiempos Nuevos) to use his connections with Tiempos Nuevos to 
arrange for the distribution of Mujeres Libres in Barcelona.** 

They expressed gratitude to men and women, local syndicates and 
Juventudes from around the country for all the help they had proffered. 
Some letters, however, also expressed the editors’ frustration with the lack 
of attention from the major anarchist media, particularly Solidaridad 
Obrera—a pattern (support from local groups but not from the major 
organizations) that was to plague Mujeres Libres throughout its existence. 
On May 28, 1936, Lucia wrote a sharp letter to the director of Solidaridad 
Obrera, complaining that he had ignored the inaugural issue of Mujeres 
Libres. Although its editors had sent paid announcements of Mujeres 
Libres’ appearance, as well as two copies of the first issue, in the hope of 
receiving a review or at least a mention in the newspaper, the major daily 
newspaper of the anarcho-syndicalist movement had given them no notice 
whatsoever. 


We are not, after all, unknown to you; we are compafieras who have been 
putting what abilities we have at the service of the organization and the 
idea, and we don’t think you’ve been acting in accordance with [the] sol- 
idarity [expected of movement comrades]. In the name of the simple 
decency to be expected among comrades, since we are working for a 
common cause, and not for anyone’s particular interests, the least you 
owe us is to tell us if you think our work is not worthwhile—not this 
absurd silence.“ 


In other respects, however, those early months were a time of great 
excitement and satisfaction. Mujeres Libres received letters from all 
around the country—letters written by women who were enthusiastic 
about the journal though often barely literate themselves. Although 
Castilian Spanish is almost totally phonetic, many of those letters revealed 
a lack of familiarity with written language. Many had multiple spelling 
errors and little sense of proper sentence construction. It seems, from this 
small sample, at least, that Mujeres Libres was reaching those it was 
directed toward—that is, clearly not the best educated women in Spain. 

It is also clear from this correspondence that Mujeres Libres was meant 
to awaken women—and men—to the realities of what women were doing 
and might do within a larger framework of anarchist understandings of the 
nature of social change. So, for example, Lucia requested Josefa de Tena, 
who had agreed to report news from Mérida, to send information about a 
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women’s strike in the area. She asked de Tena to provide information about 
the background, demands, and size of the strike and also to try to get pic- 
tures (“one of the interior of a workshop involved in the conflict, another 
of a group of compaferas, if possible at a meeting”).*° Similarly, in a letter 
to Maria Luisa Cobos, outlining what they would like from her as a 
reporter for Mujeres Libres in Jérez de la Frontera (a town in Andalusia), 
Lucia noted, 


We have a great interest in fostering mutual understanding between 
women in cities and in the countryside, providing ways for each to learn 
about the conditions under which the other lives. To this end, you could 
send us a report that covers the following points: What is the most impor- 
tant agricultural work in the area, what kinds of labor does it require, at 
what times of the year are these tasks performed and, very specifically, 
what roles do women take in each of these tasks? 


Again, they requested pictures to accompany the story.” 

Finally, it is important to note that many of the letters were from 
men—among them such anarchist luminaries as Eduardo Morales de 
Guzman and Mariano Gallardo, both frequent contributors to Estudios and 
outspoken supporters of women’s emancipation—who volunteered not just 
to distribute copies, but to contribute articles. To each, the editors respond- 
ed that they appreciated the support, but that they had committed them- 
selves to a magazine written and produced entirely by women. To Morales 
Guzman, for example, Lucia wrote, 


We received your work, which we are returning to you, because we have 
adopted the rule that the magazine will be produced exclusively by 
women. We believe that the orientation of women is something that must 
be left to...women...and that however much you [masc, plur] do, with 
whatever goodwill—and we recognize that you are among those who 
have given this most attention and goodwill—you don’t manage to find 
quite the right tone.* 


Many of these themes and concerns were reflected in the contents of 
the first issue of the journal, which appeared in May 1936. An editorial 
introducing the new magazine stated that its aim was “to encourage social 
action by women, providing [women] a new vision that avoids the con- 
tamination of their hearts and minds by masculine errors. By masculine 
errors, We mean all those current notions of life and relations; [we term 
them] masculine errors because we reject all responsibility for past events 
in which woman has not been an actor, but a silent witness.” Rather than 
affixing blame for the past, however, the editors insisted that their concern 
was with the future. Nor were they interested in a “declaration of war” 
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between the sexes: “No, no. Mutuality of interests, easing of anxieties, 
eagerness to join in the struggle for a common destiny.” 

This approach, they insisted, was not “feminism,” which would be sim- 
ply the obverse of the masculinism they opposed. Rather, their goal was an 
“integral humanism,” to be achieved by a proper balance of masculine and 
feminine elements in society. Not surprisingly, the attempt to articulate just 
what those “masculine” and “feminine” elements were resulted in some of 
the same confusions and stereotyping to which many contemporary U.S. 
feminist analyses have also fallen prey. They went on to argue, for exam- 
ple, that “an excess of the masculine virtues of boldness, roughness, and 
rigidity has given life that brutal quality by which some are nourished by 
the hunger and misery of others...Woman’s absence from History has 
resulted in the lack of appropriate understanding, consideration, and feel- 
ing, which are her virtues, the counterweight of which would provide the 
world the stability it so lacks.” While the terms were stated somewhat more 
crudely, the claim that women’s behavior was different from men’s, and 
that both perspectives were necessary for a proper balance in the world, has 
been echoed in our own time by Carol Gilligan, among others; it forms an 
important part of the arguments of some feminist peace groups, as well as 
of theorists of the “maternal thinking” school.** 

The final paragraphs of this editorial validated the editors’ claims that 
the content of the journal would be clearly libertarian. The editors stated 
that Mujeres Libres aimed to make woman’s voice heard and “to prevent 
woman, who yesterday was subject to the tyranny of religion, from open- 
ing her eyes and falling victim to another tyranny—no less refined, and 
even more brutal—...that of politics.’ The analysis reads almost like a 
primer in the anarchist approach to social change, asserting, for example, 
that politics—and all power—corrupts, and offering as an alternative the 
strategy of direct action: “MUJERES LIBRES strives for this ultimate end 
by the free and direct action of multitudes and individuals. We must build 
the new world by proceeding in new ways.” 

Articles in the journal addressed the stated intentions of the editors. 
This first issue presented articles offering a mix of cultural and political 
commentary, as well as pieces on child care, health, and fashion. All 
assumed an audience of working-class women, aware of their class posi- 
tion and of the social and economic disabilities that characterized it. And 
each assumed that readers would want to know both how to operate with- 
in that context and how to change it. In short, the orientation of the journal 
was neither to deny class differences nor to encourage resignation to them. 
Whatever the subject at hand, articles pointed out possible routes to change 
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at both the individual and the communal levels. A number of the pieces 
were explicitly political commentaries: a letter from Emma Goldman 
describing the openness of Welsh workers to anarchist ideas; a critique of 
the failure of both the League of Nations and international workers’ organ- 
izations to take effective action against the Italian invasion of Abyssinia; 
and an analysis of law as inimical to the fluid nature of life and as specif- 
ically subordinating of women (an analysis that could be termed “pure 
anarchist” in its tone and content, but that never mentioned the word). 

In addition, the journal printed a number of articles on cultural themes: 
a discussion of Pestalozzi’s educational theories and their appropriateness 
to the education of working-class children; a review of Charlie Chaplin’s 
“Modern Times,” by Mercedes Comaposada, which highlighted its anti- 
capitalist themes; an essay extolling the value of sports and exercise for 
health and vitality; and an article by Lucia Sanchez Saornil on the life of 
agricultural laborers in Castile (an article introducing primarily urban read- 
ers to the nature of life in rural areas). 

And, finally, there were articles on topics of the sort one would expect 
to see in women’s magazines, though always with a critical/political slant. 
“Vivienda” by Luisa Pérez discussed the necessity of home hygiene—the 
value of indoor bathrooms and gas (at that time considered unnecessary 
luxuries for working-class apartments), proper arrangements for garbage 
disposal, and the role of spittoons in spreading disease. An article by 
Amparo Poch described the proper care of newborn babies, mixing instruc- 
tions on how much a child should sleep and how to wash and care for a 
baby with discussions on the importance of love and attention for proper 
growth and development.°® The magazine even had an article on fashion: 
“the aesthetics of dressing.” It noted that middle- and upper-class women 
seemed to be freer to choose practical clothes, while working-class 
women, who could least afford them, remained loyal to traditions that 
required major expenditures and were neither comfortable nor attractive. 

Most striking about the content of the journal was the attempt to 
address women readers “where they were” and also to use every possible 
opportunity for political and cultural consciousness-raising. It would have 
been possible for a woman not affiliated with the anarcho-syndicalist 
movement, and with little class consciousness, to pick up this journal and 
begin reading it as another magazine devoted to women. Yet, it was surely 
different from most: insisting on the importance of woman’s personhood 
and her experiences and potential as an historical actor, while at the same 
time speaking to her immediate concerns as wife and mother. The editors 
succeeded in striking a tone that was both respectful of their readers and, 
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at the same time, educational. It contained none of the “blaming the vic- 
tim” quality so common among articles in mainstream anarchist journals 
lamenting the lack of women’s participation in the movement, and none of 
the condescension so typical of middle-class (even middle-class feminist) 
women’s magazines when they dealt with topics related to working-class 
women.” 

Finally, Mujeres Libres was well received by many individuals and 
groups within the movement. In the months that followed, Acracia (the 
journal of the CNT in Lérida) and the Boletin de Informacién, CNT-FAI, 
reprinted editorials from Mujeres Libres, mentioned specific articles, and 
in other ways encouraged their readers to read and support the new maga- 
zine. During May and June, the editors received numerous letters of sup- 
port and encouragement from male as well as female anarchists, thanking 
them for raising important issues and praising the quality of the articles. 
Many of these letters included contributions for subscriptions or support.** 
Thus, while the appearance of the journal may not have been greeted with 
the enthusiasm and financial support that the editors had hoped for from 
other movement organizations, neither did it fall on deaf ears. Mujeres 
Libres found an enthusiastic audience. 


The course of development of both the journal and the organization 
changed sharply after July 1936, The Civil War and the months of increas- 
ing agitation leading up to it between February and July 1936 offered many 
new opportunities to women at the same time that it set limits on what they 
would be able to accomplish. Mujeres Libres’ own development could not 
help but be affected by these events. 

On the most immediate level, those women who were most involved 
both in Mujeres Libres in Madrid and in the Grupo Cultural Femenino in 
Barcelona joined their male comrades in the streets in response to the 
rebellion. They supplied food to the militiamen, set up popular dining 
rooms, and began to organize daily life in the “rear guard.” Soon thereafter, 
the women’s groups began to reform and to redirect their activities. 
Soledad Estorach, Pepita Carpena, and others traveled through Catalonia 
and Aragon, helping to establish rural collectives. Many went along with 
representatives of the CNT and FAI to areas near the battlefronts, with 
makeshift loudspeakers, calling on peasants and rural laborers to “come 
over to our side.” Others organized convoys of food and supplies to send 
to Madrid. Mujeres Libres groups formed throughout the Republican zone. 
With the specific goal of empowering women to overcome their triple 
servitude—’’the enslavement of ignorance, enslavement as producers, and 
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enslavement as women”*’—they developed literacy programs and, togeth- 


er with unions, co-sponsored apprenticeship training. 

The changes brought on by war and revolution were quickly reflected 
in the tone and content of the journal. Mercedes Comaposada described the 
transformation in an article published in Tierra y Libertad in May 1937: 
“that calm ‘magazine of orientation and social documentation’ did not dis- 
appear: it was transformed into a livelier journal, which, in tune with cur- 
rent circumstances, offers constructive criticism and an orientation for now 
and for later.””* Issue number 5 (“Dia 65 de la Revolucién’’), responding to 
the new reality and published in October 1936, reflected this transforma- 
tion. The journal continued to carry articles presumed to be of interest to 
women, though many were oriented to the wartime situation: a criticism of 
political parties for staging marches of children in uniforms, discussions of 
ration lines, stories of militiawomen at the fronts and women at work in 
factories. There were, in addition, articles devoted to political conscious- 
ness-raising: reports of the early days of the struggle in Barcelona, of the 
expropriation of buildings and establishment of collectives in Torrassa, and 
a variety of articles explicating the “revolution and war” position of the 
anarcho-syndicalist movement. 

The editors acknowledged the changed context and its implications for 
the journal. “Although we might have preferred to work in more tranquil 
times,” the world had changed. In consequence, “we pledge...to adjust our 
tone and expression to the speeded-up rhythm in which life unfolds.” 
Before, it was necessary to search out women in their homes and convince 
them of the necessity of engaging in social life, but the war had made that 
need patently obvious. Women had engaged; they had answered the call. 
“But this response is only an instinctive one, not a self-conscious one. Our 
task now...is to convert that instinct into consciousness.” Most dramatical- 
ly, perhaps, the editors identified their goals with those of the anarcho-syn- 
dicalist movement: 


To be an antifascist is too little; one is an antifascist because one is 
already something else. We have an affirmation to set up against this 
negation...|that] can be condensed into three letters: CNT (Confederacion 
Nacional del Trabajo), which means the rational organization of life on 
the basis of work, equality, and social justice. If it weren’t for this, 
antifascism would be, for us, a meaningless word.” 


Even at this early date, it is possible to see some striking differences in 
the tone and approach of Mujeres Libres compared to that of other journals 
addressed to women at the time. In its issue of October 1936, Mujeres, the 
journal of the Spanish Communist party (PCE), identified itself with 
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“Women Against War and Fascism,” an early popular front organization for 
women. In contrast to Mujeres Libres’ revolutionary vision, Mujeres stat- 
ed that the primary responsibility of women in Madrid was to take the 
place of men at the workplace so the men could go off to fight and to “learn 
to bear arms if it should be necessary.’”® An article by Dolores Ibarruri (La 
Pasionaria) argued that “victory will make work available to everyone: 
men and women.” But the dominant theme of her article was that women’s 
work must be understood as a contribution to the war effort. “It is neces- 
sary to prepare women so that if all men have to take up arms, they can 
assure the continuation of public life in Madrid and the production of what 
is necessary for war and the provision of basic necessities.””’ 

Consistent with the Popular Front strategy advocated by the PCE, the 
focus of virtually all the articles in Mujeres was on winning the war. The 
sole article not directly related to the war or the defense of Madrid was 
entitled “Preparemos la nueva generacion: Lo que era la maternidad y lo 
que debe ser.” [““Let us prepare the new generation: What maternity was, 
and what it should be.”’] This article focused on overcoming women’s fears 
of maternity hospitals, discussing the changes that had been brought about 
as aresult of a lay takeover of these institutions, and encouraging women 
to go to hospitals, rather than to give birth at home. 

Companya, a magazine directed to women and published by the PSUC 
(the Catalan Communist party) beginning in March 1937, addressed 
somewhat more explicitly women’s particular subordination as women, 
and argued that “the work of women’s emancipation belongs to the 
woman.” But its formulation of the process of emancipation and its dis- 
cussion of women’s roles still put primary emphasis on the importance of 
women’s participation to the war effort.°® 

By the fall of 1936, within months of the outbreak of the war and the 
accompanying social revolution, Mujeres Libres had begun to establish 
itself as an independent organization, with goals and programs that differ- 
entiated it both from other left-wing women’s organizations and, to some 
extent, from other organizations of the anarcho-syndicalist movement. 
While the founders of the journal saw their programs and policies as con- 
sistent with the theory and goals of the larger anarchist movement, they 
believed that, left to its own devices, the movement was incapable of mobi- 
lizing women effectively for the social revolution and the reconstruction of 
society. 

What was necessary was an organization run by and for women, one 
committed to overcoming women’s subordination in all its facets, whether 
in their homes, in the workplace, or in the anarcho-syndicalist movement 
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itself. The programs they developed, prefigured in Lucia Sanchez Saornil’s 
articles in Solidaridad Obrera in October 1935, were to be created and 
implemented by women, for women. These included classes to overcome 
ignorance and illiteracy, industrial and commercial apprenticeships, as 
well as consciousness-raising groups, designed to empower women and to 
instill in them the knowledge and confidence they would need to partici- 
pate as full citizens in a revolutionary society. These programs were to be 
organized in a federated, nonhierarchical way that, in structure as well as 
program, would exemplify women’s capacities to act autonomously to 
contribute to social transformation. 
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Ana Delso (Salamanca), 1989. 


Azucena (Fernandez) Barba, Perpignan, 1981. 
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Top: Cover of journal 
Mujeres Libres issue 
“8th month of the 
Revolution.” Caption 
reads: “With work and 
weapons, we women will 
defend the freedom 

of the people”; 

Bottom: Photos of inner 
pages of an issue of 
Mujeres Libres (taken 
with the assistance of 
Federico Arcos). 
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Cristina Piera with her two sors Rugelio (L) and Enrique (R) Cassafies, 1981. 


Dolores Prat, 1988. 
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Pura Perez Benavent (R) with a compafera from Mujeres 
Libres, Eucarena Garcia, 1942. (Photo Courtesy of Pura Arcos) 
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Photo from journal, Mujeres Libres, 65 dias de la Revolucion, 
1936. (With thanks to Federico Arcos) 


V 


EDUCATION FOR EMPOWERMENT 
Preparation as Revolution 


The demands of confronting both revolution and war led Mujeres Libres to 
develop a set of programs with two separate but related goals: capac- 
itacion, “preparing” women for revolutionary engagement, and captacion, 
actively incorporating them into the libertarian movement. This dual ori- 
entation was expressed clearly in its statement of purpose: 


(a) to create a conscientious and responsible female force [originally, a 
“revolutionary force’’] that can act as a vanguard of progress; and (b) to 
this end, to establish schools, institutes, conferences, special courses, etc., 
designed to empower women and emancipate them from the triple en- 
slavement to which they have been, and continue to be, subject, the 
enslavement of ignorance, enslavement as a woman, and enslavement as 
a worker. ' 


Capacitacion is a word that has no exact English equivalent. Some 
combination of consciousness-raising and empowerment (in the sense of 
developing and feeling confident in one’s own abilities) is probably the 
closest we can get. It signified Mujeres Libres’ commitment to enable 
women to overcome their subordination and to recognize and act on their 
potential. Capacitacién was Mujeres Libres’ appropriation of the concept 
of preparation to the specific situation of women in Spain. It is best under- 
stood to refer to the content of the organization’s activities—activities 
designed to overcome women’s illiteracy, to prepare them to participate 
actively and effectively in the work force, to provide them with informa- 
tion about themselves as women (e.g., on motherhood, child care, sexual- 
ity), and, ultimately, to enable them to experience themselves as competent 
historical actors. 

Captacion, a goal which took on ever greater importance as the coun- 
terrevolution grew in strength, referred to the organizational and ideo- 
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logical context of capacitacion. | have already noted that one concern of 
those who established Mujeres Libres was the dearth of women activists; 
they had committed themselves to encouraging female militancy in the 
CNT and FAI, increasing women’s participation in movement organiza- 
tions was important to them precisely because they saw in the libertarian 
movement the best hope for change that would benefit women as well as 
men. As the Civil War dragged on, Mujeres Libres’ concern with captacién 
came to signify not just a commitment to the greater involvement of 
women in the CNT but also a competition with the Asociaci6n de Mujeres 
Antifascistas (and the Communist and Socialist. parties) for the loyalties of 
newly mobilized women. 

Mujeres Libres rejected both feminism (by which they meant treating 
men as the enemy and striving for equality for women within an existing 
system of privileges)* and the relegation of women to a secondary position 
within the libertarian movement: 


We are aware of the precedents set by both feminist organizations and by 
political parties...We could not follow either of these paths. We could not 
separate the women’s problem from the social problem, nor could we 
deny the significance of the first by converting women into a simple 
instrument for any organization, even...our own libertarian organization. 


The intention that underlay our activities was much broader: to serve a 
doctrine, not a party, to empower [capacitar] women to make of them 
individuals capable of contributing to the structuring of the future society, 
individuals who have learned to be self-determining, not to follow blind- 
ly the dictates of any organization.” 


In practice. however, as the somewhat defensive tone of the preceaiiig 
quotation suggests, these goals were sometimes in tension. For example, 
both the CNT and FAI (whose financial and moral support Mujeres Libres 
desperately needed) were more interested in captacién than in capac- 
itaci6n. They would have been more than willing to support Mujeres 
Libres’ efforts to organize women into unions, for example, but they were 
less than enthusiastic in their support for broad-based programs of capac- 
itacidn. These movement organizations never accepted capacitaci6n as an 
independent goal that required organizational autonomy. Yet, from 
Mujeres Libres’ point of view, captaci6n without capacitaci6n made no 
sense, because women were not yet prepared to enter the movement as 
equals. 

Anarchism provided the basic grounding for Mujeres Libres’ analysis 
and programs. Its aim was an egalitarian, nonhierarchical society in which 
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people respected themselves and were respected by others. However, given 
the relative neglect with which women and women’s issues had been treat- 
ed within the anarcho-syndicalist movement, Mujeres Libres’ main con- 
cern was to address those aspects of the societal system of inequalities and 
hierarchies that specifically affected women. Treating women’s subordina- 
tion as part of a larger system of hierarchies located its project firmly with- 
in an anarchist framework, while a focus on the specific gender conse- 
quences of those inequalities differentiated Mujeres Libres from the main- 
stream of the movement at the time. 

Organizational autonomy was crucial to this vision. Women needed a 
separate organization, Mujeres Libres argued, not because men could not 
be trusted and not because men might be less than fully committed to 
women’s emancipation, but because, in the end, only through their own 
self-directed action would women come to see themselves as capable and 
competent, able to participate as equals in the movement. As Lucia 
Sanchez Saornil had written in 1935: “I believe it is not the place of men 
to establish the role of women in society, however elevated that might be. 
The anarchist way...is to let the woman act on her own freedom, without 
either guides or enforcement; to let her move in the direction that her incli- 
nations and abilities direct.” 

This chapter explores the nature and functioning of Mujeres Libres’ 
programs of capacitacién—specifically, its efforts to adapt anarchist prin- 
ciples of preparation to the particular situation of women in Spain. Key to 
understanding these programs was Mujeres Libres’ analysis of women’s 
difference, both the nature and sources of women’s subordination to men 
in Spanish society and the particular contributions women could make to 
the revolution and to the construction of a new society. Although these 
views were rarely spelled out in any direct way, much can be pieced 
together from an examination of Mujeres Libres’ writings and programs. 

Mujeres Libres focused on the links among economic, cultural, and 
sexual subordination. We can find in its writings an analysis of women’s 
subordination that runs something like this: Women who stayed at home 
were economically (and therefore sexually) dependent on men. That 
dependence contributed to, and was reinforced by, their lack of education 
which, in turn, contributed to a societal devaluation of women and a lack 
of self-respect on the part of women themselves. The situation was scarce- 
ly different for those women who were paid for their labor, whether in 
domestic service or in factories. Their low salaries were “justified” on the 
grounds that they were secondary workers, not supporting a family. The 
low salaries, in turn, contributed to women’s subordinate status and lack of 
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self-respect. Finally, the combination of economic subordination and rela- 
tive cultural backwardness made women particularly vulnerable to sexual 
exploitation—whether in marriage or outside it.° 

Consistent with anarchist analyses of relations of domination and sub- 
ordination, Mujeres Libres never attributed women’s subordination to any 
single factor. Education would be crucial to overcome women’s cultural 
subordination, but it would not be sufficient in itself to make women full 
participants in the economy or society. Jobs, too, would be essential, but 
work alone would not overcome cultural and sexual exploitation. 
Consequently, effective programs of capacitaci6n would have to focus on 
overcoming each aspect of women’s “enslavement” and their interactions. 
Activities would have to be directed to many fronts at once. 

Mujeres Libres’ position on what women specifically had to contribute 
either to the revolution or to the new society was ambiguous. While most 
of its activities and propaganda focused on overcoming the subordination 
that prevented women from taking their places alongside men in creating 
the new society, some writings explicitly stressed women’s difference from 
men and the importance of incorporating women—with all their differ- 
ences—into the revolutionary process. An editorial celebrating the found- 
ing of the National Federation of Mujeres Libres in August 1937, for 
example, stated: 


In identifying its goals with the CNT and the FAI, [Mujeres Libres] has 
gathered the most genuinely Spanish and the most authentically revolu- 
tionary and enriched it with the best of its own, specifically feminine, 
characteristics... Mujeres Libres desires that in the new Society, the two 
angles of vision—masculine and feminine—will converge, to provide the 
equilibrium necessary...There cannot be a just society unless masculine 
and feminine are present in equal proportions.° 


Here, the writer seems to be arguing for the incorporation of the unique 
perspective women bring to political/social life, foreshadowing Carol 
Gilligan’s recent call for listening to woman’s “different voice.” But exact- 
ly what that perspective was remained elusive. The question of what fem- 
inine characteristics are and what women have to offer to society, a focus 
of debate and discussion among contemporary feminists,’ was also raised 
by the members of Mujeres Libres. As we will see, ambiguity about what 
constituted woman’s nature was evident in many of Mujeres Libres’ pro- 
grams. 
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Education Programs 


Education formed the center of Mujeres Libres’ programs of capacita- 
cion and took primary place in discussions of its accomplishments. 
Education was essential to releasing women’s potential and enabling them 
to become fully contributing members of the movement and the new soci- 
ety: “Culture for culture’s sake? Culture in the abstract? No. Capacitacién 
of women with one immediate and urgent end: to help to win the war. To 
empower [capacitar] woman to free her from her triple enslavement: her 
enslavement to ignorance, her enslavement as a producer, and her enslave- 
ment as a woman. To prepare her [capacitarla] for a new, more just social 
order.’”® 

Educational programs were among the first activities Mujeres Libres 
organized, and they had a number of components. Most basic and wide- 
spread was a crusade against illiteracy. Embarrassment about “cultural 
backwardness” prevented many women from active engagement in the 
struggle for revolutionary change. Literacy was to be a tool to develop self- 
confidence and further participation.’ 

In addition to classes in basic literacy, institutes in cities and towns 
offered more technically oriented classes and programs in “social for- 
mation” —by which they meant an orientation to the social and political 
world. In the fall of 1936 Mujeres Libres in Barcelona offered intensive 
courses in general culture, social history, economics, and law in its offices 
in the Plaza de Catalufia. At the end of that year, the Agrupacié6n had an 
Instituto Mujeres Libres at a site in the Calle Cortes; a few months later, 
the Casal de la Dona Treballadora opened its doors. By October 1937 the 
Casal de la Dona advertised courses in the following areas: 


Elementary Classes (Illiterates and three grades): Reading, writing, arith- 
metic, geography, grammar, and natural phenomena 


Classes Complementary to Elementary Education: World history, French, 
English, Russian, typing, and stenography 


Complementary Professional Classes: Nursing, child care, skills 
(mechanics, electricity, business), sewing, agriculture, and aviculture 


“Social Formation’: Union organization, sociology, economics, and gen- 
eral culture.'° 
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No matter what the level of the course, the material discussed included 
a new understanding of what it meant to be a woman. Courses in “social 
formation” were a must for would-be activists. As new members of the 
organization, Pepita Carpena, Conchita Guillén and Amada de N6 all stud- 
ied with Mercedes Comaposada during 1937-1938. The essence of the 
course was that women had to take responsibility for their lives: “There has 
to be equality between the companiero and the compafiera, that is, inde- 
pendence, personality. The compafiera is capable of developing herself in 
her own way, without her companero telling her what to do. They explained 
that the woman has to take her own initiative and independence." 

Mujeres Libres also offered courses in elementary education, with a 
goal of preparing a new generation of teachers to educate children for a 
new society. Finally, there were courses and programs in agriculture and 
aviculture. Mujeres Libres established farm schools for girls who had 
come to the city from rural areas to engage in domestic service, aimed at 
teaching them skills that would enable them to participate more effective- 
ly in collectivized farming in their native villages. 

In large cities, Mujeres Libres organized both on a citywide basis and 
in neighborhoods. Neighborhood centers offered night courses, so that 
women who worked during the day could attend. In urban neighborhoods 
and rural villages, basic literacy classes were the most common offering, 
supplemented by courses in elementary education, mechanical skills, child 
care, and nursing and medical assistance. These allowed the women who 
“graduated” from them to teach in new schools or to work in hospitals and 
clinics, whether at the front or in their barrio. As the war created more and 
more refugees, Mujeres Libres groups formed in the areas where refugees 
were gathering and offered extensive educational programs to serve the 
needs of both adults and children.” 

The goals of Mujeres Libres’ educational programs went beyond sim- 
ple transmission of skills. In July 1937, the Catalan Generalitat had estab- 
lished an Institut d’Adaptaci6 Profesional de la Dona [Institute for the 
Professional Training of Women], with the participation of both the UGT 
and the CNT. Formed when the Generalitat took control over the Escuela 
de Adaptacion Profesional de la Mujer (a joint venture of Mujeres Libres 
and the CNT in Barcelona), the Institute aimed to provide women with the 
skills they would need to enter the work force and replace men who had 
gone to the front.” Apparently, this Institute complemented the “Escola 
Profesional per a la Dona,” created in 1883 to provide training for work- 
ing-class girls entering the textile industry. Its program had expanded dra- 
matically after July 1936, when the Generalitat included a wider 
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range of courses. '* 

But Mujeres Libres saw this new institute as offering only a partial 
response to women’s needs: “Those institutes cannot achieve their ends 
without a prior preparation, not just in the sense of facilitating the acquisi- 
tion of basic knowledge and understanding, but also of spiritual and social 
formation.”’'’ Mujeres Libres’ aims were broader. As Soledad explained, 
“The professional training schools [run by the Generalitat] opened their 
doors to women and gave them technical training to allow them to take 
over the jobs of men. But we [in the Casal] joined technical training with 
a kind of social preparation. It was more like a kind of school for 
activists.’ Mujeres Libres, of course, was not the only organization to 
attempt to use training programs for broader political purposes. In fact, as 
we will see in chapter 6, one of its main complaints about the Escuela de 
Adaptacioén Profesional de la Mujer was that it was being used for propa- 
ganda purposes by other organizations. 

These programs of direct educational services reached many thousands 
of women; between 600 and 800 women were attending classes each day 
at the Casal de la Dona in Barcelona in December 1938.'’ Beyond this, 
Mujeres Libres’ programs of press and propaganda spread its message 
even more widely, supplementing the journal with books and pamphlets on 
a variety of topics, from child-rearing to biographies of revolutionary 
women (see Appendix B). Within the first months of the revolution, 
Mujeres Libres in Barcelona established a kiosk on the Ramblas to make 
these publications more easily available to potential readers.'* It also 
mounted public expositions to highlight the activities and achievements of 
women during the revolutionary period. 

Finally, both nationally and regionally, Mujeres Libres established 
committees focused on culture and propaganda to spread the message in 
person as well as in writing. A group in Barcelona made regular radio 
broadcasts. Others traveled through the Catalan countryside to speak to 
those who might not be reached by written or radio propaganda. After she 
completed her course with Mercedes Comaposada, for example, Pepita 
Carpena became a regular participant in propaganda tours as a member of 
the Catalan Regional Committee of Mujeres Libres, responsible for culture 
and propaganda. On the local level, individual agrupaciones agreed to 
establish circulating libraries." In November 1938, a budget of the 
Regional Committee of Mujeres Libres of Catalonia showed that of the 
twelve members of the Committee, seven had posts related to culture and 
propaganda.”° The pattern was similar elsewhere in the country. 
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The work was clearly satisfying and exciting. Pepita’s description of 
her experiences on propaganda trips communicates her enthusiasm: 


We would call the women together and explain to them...that there 1s a 
clearly defined role tor women, that women should not lose their 
independence, but that a woman can be a mother and a compafiera at the 
same time... Young women would come over to me and say, “This 1s very 
interesting. What you’re saying we’ve never heard before. It’s something 
that we’ve felt, but we didn’t know,”...The ideas that grabbed them the 
most? Talk about the power men exercised over women...There would be 
a kind of an uproar when you would say to them, ““We cannot permit man 
to think themselves superior to women, that they have a right to rule over 
them:”’ I think that Spanish women were waiting anxiously for that call.”' 


In many ways these talks were as important for those who delivered them 
as they were to the listeners. Sara Berenguer Guillén, Conchita Guillén, 
and Amada de Né, for example, made their first appearances on a public 
rostrum as speakers for Mujeres Libres, urging others to study and prepare 
themselves. The exhilaration and sense of accomplishment they felt was 
palpable, even as they described these activities fifty years later. 

Cultural work was critical because, if Mujeres Libres aimed to create a 
‘conscientious responsible [revolutionary] force,” that force would have to 
be educated. Programs had to proceed on a number of levels simultaneous- 
ly. Even while women were taking classes to develop their skills and self- 
confidence, they were participating in organizational activities that neces- 
sarily took those skills and confidence for granted. Since virtually all the 
activists were self-taught within the libertarian movement, Mujeres Libres 
had to put into practice anarchist theory about direct action and “learning 
vy doing. The range of its accomplishments is eloquent testimony to the 
possibilities of such an educational approach. 


Employment and Apprenticeship Programs 


Closely connected to programs of general culture and education were 
activities and projects designed to facilitate women’s entry into the work 
force as skilled workers at decent pay, which meant, in effect, training 
women for jobs that had previously been perceived as men’s work. The 
apprenticeship programs that formed the core of this component of Mujeres 
Libres’ agenda were usually joint ventures with local unions. The working 
out of the relationship was difficult, reflecting all levels of disagreement 
about women’s subordination and the understanding of women’s difference. 
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The secciones de trabajo [labor sections] were probably the most impor- 
tant activities. We started in that area immediately, because it was essen- 
tial to get women out of the home. Eventually, there were Mujeres Libres 
groups in almost all the factories. Many of them probably focused on 
issues that had little to do with women’s emancipation, but they did pro- 
vide a way for women to talk about factory issues...We had to be careful 
not to take over the job of other organizations, especially the unions, 


[and] not to foment male-female antagonism.” 


While union cooperation with these programs was based primarily on 
a desire to fill the factory jobs left vacant when men went to the front, 
Mujeres Libres’ commitment to women’s participation was based as well 
in the belief that decently paid work, under reasonable working conditions, 
was as much a woman’s right as a man’s, whether in war-time or in peace. 
“We are not talking about the incorporation of women into work either as 
a gift or as a necessity,” asserted an article in 1938. “Work is a right that 
women won in the first days of bloody struggle.” 


In conjunction with education, work was the key to women’s self- 
development. We wanted to open the world to women, to allow women 
to develop themselves in whatever ways they wanted to... 


The first thing was to get women out of the house. It’s true that even 
women who worked were not entirety independent economically—that 
would have been impossible, given the situation of the working class in 
those years. But getting women out of the house to do paid work does 
make a difference. It enables them to develop a social sense. Also, hus- 
bands had a certain respect for their wives when they worked, too. So we 
saw it as important to get women out of the house, even if they wouldn’t 


be fully independent economically.” 


Mujeres Libres addressed women and work in two different, though 
related, ways. Articles in the journal analyzed the history of work and of 
women’s participation in the work force; organizational programs ad- 
dressed the specific needs of women in the wartime and revolutionary sit- 
uation. 

Most of Mujeres Libres’ theoretical writings treated work in the his- 
torical context. Work had traditionally been conceived, Mercedes Co- 
maposada wrote, as either a punishment, a necessity, or some combination 
of the two. People worked in order to survive. But with the advent of capi- 
talism, the punitive aspects of work took on even greater force. Capitalism 
(and scientific management) achieved industrial progress at the cost of “‘for- 
getting the human being.” Revolutionary change would have to address the 
spiritual, as well as the physical, damage caused by dull, repetitive work.” 
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A number of articles explored how the ideology of what we now call 
“separate spheres” and the expectation that woman’s place was in the home 
differentially affected rural and urban, working-class and middle-class 
women. With industrialization, for example, many rural working-class 
women had migrated to the cities, hoping to support themselves by domes- 
tic service or factory work. But they encountered “just a more elevated 
form of slavery.’ Middle-class women were also affected by industrializa- 
tion and by the rising expectations that followed World War I. Many took 
jobs in offices or shops, but for them, too, the promise of “wealth through 
employment” was often more a dream than a reality.”° 

Although Mujeres Libres was critical of the conditions of work—for 
both women and men—under primitive, feudal, and capitalist conditions, 
writers set forth a vision of what work would mean and how it would be 
experienced in the new society. First, work was a necessary and indispen- 
sable part of life. Humans had the capacity to use technology to lighten the 
burden of labor, structuring production so that machines would be at the 
service of people, and the exploitation of some by others would end.°’ 
Labor should be the expression of human capability and creativity, a pre- 
requisite for freedom: “Work is creation, or it is nothing; creation is pro- 
gressive enlightenment [superaci6n], and the aim of enlightenment is free- 
dom.” The vision of work as part of a fulfilled life was especially impor- 
tant for women—who, until then, had been deemed unfit for productive 
labor. Mujeres Libres insisted that work contributed both to general social 
progress and to women’s emancipation more specifically, enabling women 
to be—and to experience themselves as—productive members of the soci- 
ety.”’ 

A second aspect of this vision was that women should be treated as 
equals in the work force—with equal access to jobs and equal pay for the 
work they did. Mercedes Comaposada went so far as to argue that all 
salary differentials (including those between manual and “technical” labor- 
ers) ought to be eliminated immediately.*° To the degree that woman’s 
exploitation was rooted in her economic dependence, it would be over- 
come only when she became independent—or at least equally dependent 
with men! “Equal pay for equal work” was thus an immediate necessity. In 
a discussion at a plenary of the libertarian movement in October 1938, 
Mujeres Libres challenged the unions that “if they did not want to agree 
that women who do the same jobs as men should receive equal wages, they 
should say so clearly.”*' 

But if women were to participate fully as workers, they needed prepa- 
ration, the meaning of which varied somewhat with the circumstances. In 
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the early months of the struggle, the organization encouraged women to 
get involved in whatever ways they could, arguing that lack of preparation 
ought not stand in the way of women’s working.** During the course of the 
war, however, as the fronts advanced and foreign orders fell, jobs became 
scarcer. While Mujeres Libres still insisted on the incorporation of women 
into the work force, it placed even greater emphasis on the importance of 
education. “Mujeres Libres does not make demagogic promises or false 
appeals. Mujeres Libres does not assure you an immediate placement. 
[But] Mujeres Libres offers you the possibility of preparing yourselves to 
serve our struggle effectively.”*’ Still, at the final stages of the war, Mujeres 
Libres continued to argue that work was women’s right, a right exercised 
dramatically in their enthusiastic and voluntary incorporation into the 
workforce in the early days of the revolution. “Woman has put all her faith 
in the revolution. Let her not be defrauded by atavistic egoisms.”*™* 

Although the majority of articles argued that work was women’s right, 
some suggested that women’s work in the paid labor force was only tem- 
porary, a necessity of war.’ Even these, however, insisted that women must 
learn to think and act collectively: “The woman must produce for the col- 
lectivity, she cannot return to egoistic, domestic, familial production.’”® 
Another article criticized those who viewed their incorporation into the 
paid labor force as a personal, individual triumph: “This is not the time to 
strive for individual gains, nor those of a sex; we are dealing here with the 
defense of our very way of life, with the collective defense of a people. No 
one can think, when she takes up a piece of equipment at work, that she is 
resolving some personal situation.”*” 

The ambiguity of these views on women’s incorporation into the labor 
force was related to Mujeres Libres’ understanding of women’s “differ- 
ence.” Some writings emphasized women’s specifically feminine quali- 
ties—’’they knew how to stamp the coarse atmosphere of war with the del- 
icate smoothness of their feminine psychology”—or focused on the vari- 
ety of ways women might contribute to the war effort: “At the fronts, some 
[women] fight, others stand in wait for those who fight. In the rear, they 
work ceaselessly and contribute to the growth of that culture which, until 
now, the women’s movement has so lacked. Woman is redeeming her- 
self’’*At other times, Mujeres Libres seemed less concerned with the 
specifically “feminine,” and focused more on overcoming that which pre- 
vented women from full incorporation as equals in the work force. 
Although Mujeres Libres’ programs of capacitaci6dn seemed to take for 
granted that women would work—to support themselves, their families, 
and the war effort—some articles in the journal continued to address 
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women primarily as mothers or “support personnel.” Clearly, the question 
of what was woman’s “nature,” and what could be expected of her, was far 
from resolved. 

The apprenticeships and other work-related programs that Mujeres 
Libres developed reflected both the exigencies of the war situation and 
these ambiguities surrounding women’s subordination in the workplace. 
The majority of its programs consisted of technical or skills training, but 
training was always accompanied by “social formation,” directed to other 
dimensions of subordination. 

Beginning at the local level and then spreading ultimately to regional 
and national units, Mujeres Libres organized secciones de trabajo, labor 
sections with responsibility for specific trades or industries, which co- 
operated with relevant CNT unions. By July 1937, for example, Mujeres 
Libres in Madrid was running a mechanics school, sewing classes, training 
programs for domestic servants and clerical workers, a workshop for 
women in the textile trades, and schools for drivers and metalworkers. 
Mujeres Libres in Barcelona had secciones de trabajo in transport, metal- 
lurgy (preparation for work in factories producing war materiél), public 
services, textiles, domestic service, health, commerce, and clerical work. 

Most local unions were apparently eager and enthusiastic participants 
in these programs. Pura Pérez Arcos, for example, who took a course in 
transport and was among the first group of women licensed to drive trams 
in Barcelona, described the Transport Workers’ Union as “fantastic”: 
“They took people on as apprentices, mechanics, and drivers, and really 
taught us what to do. If you could only have seen the faces of the passen- 
gers [when women began serving as drivers], I think the compafieros in 
Jransport, who were so kind and cooperative toward. us; really got a kick 
out of that.’ 

Mujeres Libres prepared women for work in rural areas as well, most 
notably by establishing experimental stations for agriculture and aviculture 
to provide women with the knowledge they would need to participate in 
rural production. Agricultural experiment stations existed in Barcelona, 
Aragon, and Valencia, and women came to them from many surrounding 
communities.“ 

The secciones de trabajo encouraged women to become more involved 
in their workplaces, in both rural and urban contexts. They made frequent 
educational visits to factories. 


Groups of us would go to collectivized factories, and stop the lines for fif- 
teen or twenty minutes, sometimes up to an hour, and talk to the workers, 
have little classes. This, of course, we did only with the approval of the 
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workplace council; so we had the assistance of the unions. We did this 
throughout Barcelona—in war industries, textiles, transport, light and 
power, metallurgy, and wood—and also in some pueblos. Some days we 
went to as many as fifty different places!*! 


The purpose of these visits—as of those to rural collectives—was twofold, 
reflecting a commitment to both capacitaci6n and captacion. They aimed 
to talk to women about their responsibilities at work (social formation) and 
also to encourage women to affiliate with Mujeres Libres and to join 
unions. One further goal was to assure that Mujeres Libres would have rep- 
resentation in all factories and on all union committees.” 

Finally, the secciones de trabajo concerned themselves with child care. 
If women were to be incorporated into the workforce, they would have to 
be relieved of child-care responsibilities during work hours. Responsibility 
for child care belonged to the community as a whole. In its first congress, 
Mujeres Libres called for the establishment of childcare centers in facto- 
ries and workshops with rooms for nursing, and committed itself both to 
setting up such centers and to writing about them, so that groups around 
the country would have guides to their establishment.* 


Consciousness-raising and Support of Women’s Activism 


Through all of these educational programs, Mujeres Libres attempted 
to raise consciousness about women’s activism. Virtually every issue of the 
journal had at least one article on women as social-political activists or on 
the exploits of exceptional women, whether in contemporary Spain or in 
other historical and geographical contexts.” In attempts to reach both unaf- 
filiated women and anarchist men with its message, Mujeres Libres pub- 
lished columns in other anarchist periodicals, such as Acracia, Ruta, CNT 
and Tierra y Libertad, dealing with women’s participation in the revolu- 
tionary struggle. A number of other booklets and pamphlets, as well as pic- 
torial expositions in Madrid and Barcelona, highlighted the achievements 
and activities of women. 

In addition, Mujeres Libres actively supported women’s participation 
in military aspects of the struggle. The journal ran articles about mili- 
tiawomen at the front and about those few women who held significant 
military positions. At least some of these women soldiers evidently valued 
the support. Amada de N6 recalled sitting in the local Barcelona office of 
Mujeres Libres when “a very good-looking soldier” came in and asked if 
this were the office of Mujeres Libres. When she replied that it was, the 
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soldier said “he” wanted to sign up. At first, Amada thought it was a joke 
or someone wanting to harass them. Then she realized the soldier was a 
woman, Mika Etchebéhére, one of the few women who actually held a 
command position in the Republican army!* Mujeres Libres in Madrid set 
up a shooting range and target practice for those women “disposed to 
defend the capital,” and Mujeres Libres in Catalonia established a section 
of “‘war sports,” which provided “premilitary preparation for women so 
that, if it should be necessary, they could intervene effectively, even on the 
battlefield." 

Mujeres Libres insisted that women’s activism should not be seen as 
an anomaly. Women belonged in the public arena: “It is a very widespread 
but wrongheaded belief that intellectual and spiritual activities kill 
woman’s feminine and maternal character. The opposite is more likely. 
Pursuits that explore life’s ideals give more tenderness, kindness, feeling, 
and generosity to a woman than the vulgar preoccupation with material 
things.”*’ 

Some argued that women’s activism had a character quite distinct from 
that of men. Federica Montseny, in her sole contribution to Mujeres Libres, 
argued that women were notable for “the collective force of a sex, sacri- 
ficing themselves, struggling as do the women workers in munitions fac- 
tories in Spain, defying death during many hours of the day,” rather than 
for individual acts of heroism. Woman’s particular contribution to the 
struggle, in Montseny’s view, was her “heroic resignation” to the disloca- 
tions of war and revolution.* 

Not all writers argued in this vein, however. Equally common was the 
sort of claim, made by Aurea Cuadrado in the same issue of the journal. 
that women were capable of the same levels of self-mastery and self- 
development as men. Pythagorean women in ancient Greece, she argued, 
“occupied prominent positions in public halls, in the legislature, and in 
both private and public life’”’ Spanish women should expect no less, but 
with one important difference: “If the norm of the ancient Pythagoreans 
was self-mastery, creating an aristocracy to which the slaves did not have 
access, the self-mastery of the contemporary woman must be based on the 
hope of nurturing an aristocratic spirit that will relegate all memory of 
slavery to oblivion.” This insistence on the need for spiritual development, 
in addition to cultural capacitaciédn, was an important part of Mujeres 
Libres’ message, one manifest particularly in the writings of Mercedes 
Comaposada and Lucfa Sanchez Saornil.” 

Finally, Mujeres Libres attempted to articulate a sense of what life 
might be like for fully self-conscious, self-empowered women. Women’s 
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situation differed from that of men: Although men and women should 
engage together in the struggle to overcome relations of domination 
imposed on them from outside (primarily by capitalism), women had an 
additional struggle for their “interior liberty,” their sense of self. In this 
they would have to struggle alone and, all too frequently, against the oppo- 
sition of their male comrades or family members. Nevertheless, “when you 
have achieved your goal, you will belong only to yourselves...You will 
become persons with freedom and equality of social rights, free women in 
a free society that you will build together with men, as their true com- 
pafnieras...Life will be a thousand times more beautiful when the woman 
becomes a really ‘free woman’ [mujer libre].””° 

The importance of this approach cannot be overemphasized; it was one 
of the ways Mujeres Libres differed most dramatically from other women’s 
organizations in Spain at the time. Many of the organization’s publications 
appealed to women to educate themselves and to join the work force as 
their contribution to the war and revolutionary effort—a perspective shared 
by organizations such as the AMA and the women’s organization of the 
POUM. Mujeres and Companya, for example, journals published by 
groups affiliated with the PSUC (the Communist party in Catalonia) dur- 
ing the war, contained frequent appeals to women to work to replace men 
at the front, but they did not locate those appeals in the context of a larger 
campaign for capacitaci6n or women’s self-development for her own sake. 
An article by “La Pasionaria,” for example, in the first issue of Companya, 
noted that “we have an inexhaustible source of human reserves; but we 
must prepare them, organize them, empower them [capacitar-les] for the 
war.” Mujeres Libres’ insistence on women’s emancipation as an end in 
itself was unique. In fact, as we will see, the contention that women’s 
emancipation was a goal to be valued even apart from the revolutionary sit- 
uation often set Mujeres Libres at odds not only with other women’s organ- 
izations but with many colleagues in the libertarian movement. 


Motherhood 


Many articles in the journal took issue with the identification of 
women with motherhood, and insisted that women had an identity and 
social function independent of their (potential) status as mothers. 
Nevertheless, the organization’s programs were based on the presumption 
that motherhood was the reality for many, if not most, Spanish women. As 
Mercedes Comaposada explained: 
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One thing we wanted to make very clear was that the woman is an indi- 
vidual, and she has value and worth even apart from being a mother. Yet, 
at the same time, we wanted to make sure there was a place for moth- 
ers...What we wanted, at the least, were madres conscientes [self-con- 
scious mothers]. People should be able to choose whether and when and 
how to have children and to know how to raise them...And they should- 
n’t have to be one’s own children—there is need to take care of other peo- 
ple’s children, of orphans, and the like.* 


A commitment to the “woman as person,” not just as mother, was evi- 
dent in virtually all Mujeres Libres’ literature. Beginning with Sanchez 
Saornil’s concern that “the concept of mother is absorbing that of woman, 
the function is annihilating the individual,”** Mujeres Libres’ writers insist- 
ed that developing oneself as a person was a woman’s first priority. It 
might be true, Pilar Grangel argued, that women must give birth to children 
if there is to be a next generation. But women can not do it alone; they need 
the assistance of men and, more importantly, the self-confidence and intel- 
ligence to orient themselves and their children to the world. She placed 
reproduction third on the list of women’s social responsibilities, after work 
and the development of a social conscience.“ As one issue of Mujeres 
Libres proclaimed on its cover, “She is not a better mother who holds her 
child close to her heart, but she who helps to make the world a better place 
for him [sic]. 

Related to this perspective was Mujeres Libres’ insistence that moth- 
erhood was not something that “comes naturally’—except in the bio- 
logical fact of bearing children. Much of women’s socialization—a social- 
ization that oriented her to be a mujercita [a doll baby] and to devote her 
attention fo making herself attractive io iiieii—was, ui faci, inimical to 
good mothering. To be a mother, one must learn to pay proper attention to 
the needs of a child. One could not be a mujercita and a mother at the same 
time. The other side of this claim was the insistence that women needed to 
learn to be proper mothers (as men needed to learn to be proper fathers)— 
how to feed and care for their children, how to facilitate their growing into 
strong, independent persons as adults.*° 

Despite this insistence that women were not “born to mother,” Mujeres 
Libres expressed a range of views on the naturalness of maternal feelings 
to women. Amparo Poch y Gascén dedicated her book Nifio “‘to all those 
women who love their children or others’ children; that is to say, to all the 
women of the World.’ Etta Federn’s Mujeres de las revoluciones made 
frequent reference to maternal feelings on the part of the revolutionary 
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women she described, even though most of them did not have any children 
of their own. 

Mujeres Libres’ programs to educate women about child care took the 
form of written materials and “hands-on” activities. Many issues of the 
journal contained articles on aspects of proper child care, written either by 
Amparo Poch or by “Florentina” (Carmen Conde). In an effort to reach a 
wide range of women, Poch y Gascon also contributed articles to a variety 
of general distribution anarchist newspapers. In the context of providing 
medical and health information, an overview of the basic stages of child 
development, and a review of what to expect from your child at what 
ages—a kind of simplified Dr. Spock—Poch y Gascén presented what 
was, in effect, an anarchist approach to child-rearing. She insisted, for 
example, that parents must let their children develop in their own way: 
“Repression [of habits such as thumb-sucking] must have a limit if you 
don’t want the child’s personality to be entirely lost...Remain attentive so 
that the soul and mind of your child retain their own character, the stamp 
of his or her own personality. Allow your child to create and follow his or 
her unique path, free from coercion.””” 

Mujeres Libres’ attempts to respond to women’s health-care needs and 
to educate them about proper motherhood went beyond the written word. 
In the first days of the revolution, for example, Teresina Torrelles and other 
activists from Mujeres Libres in Terrassa established a school for nurses 
and an emergency medical clinic to treat those injured in the fighting. They 
worked together with Dr. Juan Paulis, author of Las obreras de la aguja, a 
physician with a social conscience who had long been a member of the 
CNT. Teresina and the others became, in her words, “instant apprentices” 
in those first few days. They took sheets and mattresses from their own 
houses and outfitted the clinic through a combination of donations and req- 
uisitions from the local government. 

Within a short time, they created the first maternity clinic there, also 
under the direction of Dr. Paulis. Despite her lack of experience in the 
medical field (but probably because of her extensive experience as an 
organizer and activist in the CNT and in the women’s group in Terrassa), 
Teresina was named administrator. On the first day she reported: 


I went to the operating room, and looked around. I put things in their 
places, and saw what we needed. And then I went to City Hall and said, 
this and this is what we need...They either gave it to me or arranged for 
me to get it. If we needed alcohol, for example, I went to the pharmacy 
and got it, with money they gave me, because we had nothing, not even 
disinfectant. 
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The job was a difficult one; not everyone was eager for this new system: 


The midwives—there were twelve of them—went on strike. They refused 
to work for us...When they returned to work, they would eat first and 
give the women who had given birth what was left over. I said, “This can- 
not be.” So I took the food and took it around to the patients, and what 
was left, I took to the kitchen for the nurses and midwives...We used dia- 
pers with buttons, instead of pins, because Dr. Paulfs said that the pins 
weren’t safe for the babies. I had to arrange that, too... 


I remember how many times fathers would come up to me in the clinic to 
request something, and I would say, “Please, here all of us are equals.” 
And they would say to me, “Here, you really have made the revolution.” 
I had such satisfaction from this. Because | administered the whole thing 
without any education...What I believed, that’s what I put in practice 
there... And that’s what I can tell you of what I did for the revolution. The 
rest, I did what everyone else did. But this, this was something I did. 


In Barcelona, Mujeres Libres ran a lying-in hospital, Casa de Mater- 
nidad, directed by Aurea Cuadrado, which provided birth and postnatal 
care for women and their babies and offered a class on conscious mother- 
hood, dealing with such topics as child and maternal health, birth control, 
sexuality, and eugenics. As part of its educational program, the hospital 
(together with Mujeres Libres) ran a veritable campaign about breast-feed- 
ing, trying to convince women of the superiority of breast milk over cow’s 
milk. Mujeres Libres no. 7, in fact, reported that the hospital would not 
allow women to leave the hospital with their babies until they had breast- 
fed them!*' Cuadrado’s aim was to enable women to overcome the igno- 
rance and the prejudices of the “society of the past,” and to give them a 
start Gi GCveiupiigz the “cyuliivrium necessary for intelligent mothering.” 
She hoped that, once in possession of more information about their bodies 
and sexuality, women would take control over other aspects of their lives, 
“develop their capacity for maternal love, raise their moral level, and gen- 
erate a feeling of social solidarity.”® 

Dr. Paulis, who had directed the clinic and the nursing school in 
Terrassa, later went to Barcelona and collaborated with Mujeres Libres and 
health-care unions there to establish the Instituto de Puericultura y 
Maternologia Luisa Michel (the Luisa Michel Institute of Maternal and 
Child Care) in February 1938. The Institute provided medical services for 
mothers and children, maternity counseling and financial assistance, pro- 
grams to train child-care workers, and a child-care center (for the children 
of working mothers, particularly in the needle trades). This center had two 
units, one for children between three and twenty-four months, and one for 


Free Women of Spain ss  sti‘(isiz SS 


children aged two to five years, as well as a library and a program of med- 
ical check-ups for children attending rationalist schools.* 

While this Barcelona program was, no doubt, the most extensive, 
Mujeres Libres worked with health-care unions in other towns and cities to 
meet the health needs of women. Nursing education programs were prob- 
ably the most common form this cooperation took. Since, in the prewar 
period, nursing care had been a monopoly of the church, the need was cer- 
tainly great. Not surprisingly, a considerable number of the women I inter- 
viewed had served as nurses at some time during the war. 


Child Education 


Women had been given the primary responsibility for raising children. 
That responsibility, Mujeres Libres argued, required that women educate 
themselves in order to raise their children properly. But it also required that 
women struggle to see that children had the best education possible. 

Mujeres Libres’ attitudes toward children were expressed almost as 
often through pictures as through words. Issue after issue of the journal 
contained pictures of children—playing, exploring, working; hopeful and 
sad; in schools or out in the world. The captions and articles that accom- 
panied such pictures emphasized a number of characteristics of children 
that formed the basis of virtually all Mujeres Libres’ programs in the field 
of education. Children were naturally enthusiastic and open, constantly 
taking in information from the world around them; adults (and especially 
teachers) ought to guard against doing anything to dull that youthful enthu- 
siasm. Children were the hope of the future; they should never be made to 
feel ashamed of themselves or their bodies; they should be allowed to 
remain open to all points of view.™ Children should never be used for prop- 
aganda purposes: the vision of young children marching through the streets 
in uniform—even those of workers’ organizations—was an abomination. 
“Children cannot, and ought not, be either Catholics, socialists, commu- 
nists, or libertarians. Children ought to be only what they are: children.” 
Finally, a child’s curiosity and adventurousness ought to be encouraged as 
much as possible. Rather than punishing a small child for breaking some- 
thing valuable, adults should keep valuables in a place where children can- 
not reach them.” 
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Mujeres Libres’ philosophy of education drew on anarchist theory and 
practice, and was consistent with these views of childhood. Education 
ought to be viewed as a process of development and exploration, rather 
than as one of repressing a child’s instincts and inculcating obedience and 
discipline. Children learn best when they feel good about themselves, oth- 
ers, and the world. The best education, therefore, would orient the child to 
the world, facilitating the child’s learning from others and from his or her 
environment. Furthermore, it would engage children as fully as possible 
(taking advantage of all the senses), encouraging them to develop and 
value their own abilities as well as to cooperate with others. Education, that 
is, should be active, noncompetitive, and as nondirective as possible, rely- 
ing heavily on children’s natural curiosity.®” 

Respecting children and educating them well was vitally important to 
the process of revolutionary social change. Ignorance made people partic- 
ularly vulnerable to oppression and suffering. More importantly, education 
prepared people for social life. Authoritarian schools (or families), based 
on fear, prepared people to be submissive to an authoritarian government. 
Different schools would be necessary to prepare people to live in a socie- 
ty without domination. 

Teachers needed to be specially trained to prepare children for a more 
egalitarian world. They would have to think of themselves as artists, able 
to spark creativity in others: “Let no one without imagination, without 
intuition, without inspiration become a teacher!’ And these new teachers 
must be taught new principles of education: 


(1) Pedagogy must be considered an art, based in creativity. 


(2) Education is about a teacher’s discovering in every child and at every 
moment the living truth that each child and each moment has to offer. 


(3) There is no doctrine so perfect as to be legitimately imposed on a child. 

(4) A teacher should not love “children in the abstract,’ but each child in 
his or her particularity, and should attempt to learn from each child. 

(5) A teacher should teach according to the capacities and abilities of each 
particular student. 

(6) A teacher should avoid competition and external rewards and punish- 
ments. 

(7) Classes should be small (ideally, no more than ten children per 
teacher).’° 
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Sexuality 


I noted in chapter | that Spanish anarchists had devoted considerable 
attention to sexual liberation, for both women and men. They advocated 
increased information about sex and sexuality, greater sexual freedom, and 
the abolition of legal and religious marriage in favor of “free love,’ by 
which they meant voluntarily contracted relationships that could be termi- 
nated at the will of either partner. Some small percentage of anarchist mil- 
itants had attempted to live by these precepts even in the prerevolutionary 
period. But the advent of the Civil War and the social revolution made it 
possible for much larger numbers of people to live according to new sexu- 
al norms. The revolution allowed for the implementation of new public 
policies in the arena of sexuality, particularly in Catalonia. For example, 
decrees of the Generalitat legalized abortion for “therapeutic, eugenic, or 
ethical reasons,” simplified divorce procedures, and made birth control 
information and devices more readily available. 

We might expect that Mujeres Libres would have devoted considerable 
attention in its writings and in its programs to the sexual liberation of 
women. Many women who were later to be active in the organization had 
been among those writing (in the prewar years) in favor of greater sexual 
freedom. For example, between 1932 and 1935, Amparo Poch y Gascén 
wrote a number of articles and an educational pamphlet that discussed 
women’s sexuality, emphasized the importance of sexual expression for 
women as well as for men, criticized monogamy and the sexual double 
standard, and advocated education about physiology, sexual pleasure, sex- 
ual functioning, and contraception. Many of her arguments paralleled 
those of earlier anarchist writers, particularly her insistence that sexuality 
was an important aspect of human identity and development. As a result of 
both social convention and uncaring husbands, she had written, women 
were denied the natural right to satisfy their bodily needs and desires. They 
must be given access to the information they needed about themselves, 
their bodies, and their sexuality so that they could develop themselves fully 
as persons. Further, since sexual expression was an important aspect of 
women’s lives, rather than simply a means of satisfying male desire or of 
creating children, women needed information about, and access to, contra- 
ception—not exhortations to sexual abstinence.” 

Little of this explicitly “pro-sex” writing was to be found in Mujeres 
Libres, however. Nor did education about sexuality loom very large in its 
programs or in the journal. While some articles advocated the abolition of 
the sexual double standard, none dealt explicitly with women’s sexuality 
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or sexual liberation. The majority of articles related to sexuality concerned 
prostitution, analyzing its causes and efforts to eliminate it. Nevertheless, 
the view of sexuality as an important constituent of human personhood, 
and of sexual expression as a normal and necessary aspect of human life, 
did find voice in some of Etta Federn’s sketches in Mujeres de las revolu- 
ciones. For example, during the course of an explication of Alexandra 
Kollontai’s views on free love, she stated that Kollontai “struggled against 
the false but widely held belief that sexual satisfaction without love is a 
symptom of moral perversion—especially in the case of a woman...The 
double standard with respect to masculine and feminine sexuality, which 
reigned even among revolutionaries, was the object of her vehement and 
forceful struggle.” 

Essays about sexual issues were generally more subdued in Mujeres 
Libres; “free love” did not appear in its pages at all. The journal did nev- 
ertheless contain a few articles explicitly critical of marriage, especially 
the so-called casamientos a la libertaria—the practice of replacing 
church—or state-sanctioned weddings with those performed by unions or 
revolutionary organizations. A number of Mujeres Libres’ writers found 
this a practice ripe for ridicule. Mujeres Libres no. 7, for example, printed 
a “Proposal for the creation of a marriage factory” (see Appendix C), gen- 
tly poking fun at the practice of union organizations’ formalizing mar- 
riages.’’ As secretary of the Building and Wood-Trades Union in 
Barcelona, Sara Berenguer Guillén often drew up such documents. But her 
most intriguing memory was of a couple who returned, some months after 
their “marriage,” to request a divorce. She replied that, as they were not 
legally married, they needed no divorce; they could simply part companv 
and go on with their lives. But the couple refused, and in the end, Sara 
drew up a document of divorce, which was duly witnessed by members of 
the union.” 

Lucia Sanchez Saornil was rather less gentle in an article she wrote, 
“La ceremonia matrimonial o la cobardia del espiritu” (“The Marriage 
Ceremony or Spiritual Cowardice’’), which appeared in Horas de revolu- 
cidn. It was ridiculous and hypocritical, she insisted, to engage in such 
practices: “If we spent all those years asserting that the free consent of both 
parties is sufficient for union between them, and that a wedding certificate 
was nothing other than a contract of sale, how can we explain these absurd 
ceremonies in union organizations...?” The practice was doubly reprehen- 
sible, she continued, because most of those ceremonies simply imitated 
religious rites and because, like church and state weddings, they repre- 
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sented the inappropriate intervention of the public into what should be pri- 
vate relations between people.” 

Most of the attention Mujeres Libres devoted to issues of sexuality 
focused on the relationship between economic and political exploitation 
and women’s sexual subordination, a relationship made manifest in prosti- 
tution. Both Mujeres Libres and other organizations of the libertarian 
movement engaged in extensive campaigns against prostitution, which 
they saw as emblematic of human relations under capitalism.’° But while 
mainstream movement organizations focused mainly on unionizing prosti- 
tutes or on exhorting women not to engage in the profession (or men not 
to patronize them), Mujeres Libres focused its attention more on what it 
took to be the causes of prostitution, especially the economic and political 
exploitation of women. 

The first issue of the journal to appear after the outbreak of the Civil 
War asserted that eliminating prostitution, “the greatest of slaveries,’” ought 
to be Mujeres Libres’ first priority. Prostitution was not “their problem 
[speaking of the prostitutes], but ours, that of all women and all men.” The 
labeling of some women as “dishonorable” was what allowed other women 
to label themselves “honorable.” Furthermore, since prostitution was a 
result of women’s economic exploitation, it would not be sufficient to pro- 
hibit its practice. Instead, women would have to be trained to support 
themselves in other ways. Accordingly, Mujeres Libres announced its 
intention to establish a network of liberatorios de prostitucion, (retraining 
centers for prostitutes) which would involve “(1) medical-psychiatric 
research and treatment, (2) psychological and ethical programs to develop 
in the students a sense of responsibility, (3) professional orientation and 
capacitacién, and (4) moral and material assistance whenever they need it, 
even after they have left the liberatorios.”” 

The CNT and the anarchist press applauded the plan, even if they were 
more inclined to view prostitutes as victims who needed to be rescued. 
However, at the same time there were some groups within the movement 
who insisted that prostitution could not be eliminated; at best, prostitutes 
could be protected from exploitation via unionization. In the early days of 
the revolution, there were attempts to organize prostitutes into a sindicato 
de amor [love union]. Most of these attempts were short-lived, however, 
and within a few months to a year, articles appeared in the anarchist press 
ridiculing the notion of unionization of prostitutes and, instead, calling on 
men not to patronize prostitutes.”’ Overall, the anarchist movement seems 
to have been rather lax on this point: both articles in Mujeres Libres and 


170 Martha A. Ackelsberg 


interviews with participants noted that anarchist men were much less like- 
ly to live up to their ideology in this respect than in many others.” 

As an organization of and for women, Mujeres Libres directed its proj- 
ects fo women, particularly to those women most vulnerable to the sexual 
and economic exploitation considered to be the root of prostitution. 
Although war conditions prevented the project of liberatorios de prostitu- 
cidn from getting off the ground in any formal way, Mujeres Libres 
appealed to prostitutes to abandon their occupation and join the movement. 
Pepita Carpena recalled one prostitute who responded to the appeal, joined 
Mujeres Libres, attended classes, and eventually became a member of 
Pepita’s cadre of traveling speakers and cultural workers.” 

Despite the difficulties of the wartime situation, Mujeres Libres in- 
sisted that any program to eliminate prostitution must address the eco- 
nomic exploitation that was its source. Mujeres Libres no. 9, for example, 
noted that prostitution had worsened and suggested that the root of this 
increase was twofold. Many young women who had been domestic ser- 
vants in the cities were thrown onto the streets without work once their for- 
mer employers fled the republican zones. Second, young men had greater 
access to money to pay prostitutes. Women had become the “blind play- 
things of historical process.” In such a context, revolution alone—without 
specific attention to “the sexual problem’”—would not be enough: “We 
insist that the only way to resolve the social problem is through economic 
and political equality, aspects of an empowerment of women [capacitacién 
femenina] that can endow women with a sense of responsibility and obli- 
gation. Any institution for the capacitaci6n of women is, more than a lib- 
eratorio, a preventorio of prostitution.”*! 

Further, prostitutes were not to be identified only with women who 
sold their bodies on the streets or in brothels. Mujeres Libres insisted, as 
Emma Goldman had some years earlier, that all women who depended on 
men were in some sense prostitutes. “A woman who lives in economic 
dependence receives a payment [for sex], even if it be from her legal hus- 
band...All that propaganda, all those actions, in favor of the family, of that 
fictitious ‘homey warmth,’ keep woman in her eternal position: distant 
from production and without any rights.” Only full economic equality 
between men and women, allowing women access to paid productive work 
on terms equal to those of men, could address and eliminate the true caus- 
es of prostitution.” 

Mujeres Libres provided information on sexuality and encouraged 
women to take advantage of educational programs and other services avail- 
able in hospitals. A number of articles in the journal spoke proudly of the 
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accomplishments of Federica Montseny in the Ministry of Health and 
Public Assistance or those of Aurea Cuadrado in the Casa de Maternidad 
in Barcelona. The programs cited included those providing information 
about eugenics, contraception, and euthanasia, in addition to basic infor- 
mation about sexuality and procreation.* Mujeres Libres also took pride in 
the legalization of abortion in Catalonia (by decree of the Generalitat) and 
in the increased contraceptive options available to women as a result.** 

Compared to its programs in the fields of literacy, work, motherhood, 
and education, those related to sexuality (and, in particular, sexual free- 
dom) seem rather limited, both in scope and in result. For all of the anar- 
chist movement’s discussion of the importance of sexual liberation to full 
human emancipation, Mujeres Libres devoted virtually no attention to it as 
a goal. How can we explain the relatively narrow range of its programs in 
this area? 

First, we must take note of the difference between written materials 
and day-to-day activities. Along with other movement organizations, 
Mujeres Libres frequently sponsored talks and educational sessions on 
sexuality and contraception, Julia Mirabé reported that doctors affiliated 
with the FIJL and Mujeres Libres “arranged to get us silver gadgets [obvi- 
ously some sort of [UD]. Every six months, you would go, and they’d take 
out the mechanism and boil it, they’d examine you, and put it back in, and 
you wouldn’t get pregnant.”*® Sexual practices among activists in Mujeres 
Libres, as among female movement activists more generally, were consid- 
erably more liberated than traditional Spanish culture allowed. For some, 
being part of the revolutionary culture meant that they were free to “unite” 
with their compafieros without either church or state sponsorship. For oth- 
ers, the new mores provided a way out of a conventional marriage. Sara 
Berenguer Guillén, for example, recalled that, almost on the eve of the rev- 
olution, a young teacher had asked her father for her hand. Sara admired 
his learning, but was not in love with him. Nevertheless, she said, had it not 
been for the revolution, she would almost certainly have married him. In 
fact, she did not. Later, she met and freely united with the young man who 
was to be her lifelong companion, Jestis Guillén. Similar stories of sexual 
openness, experimentation, or, at the very least, the relaxation of previous- 
ly existing strict standards of behavior were common among activists. 

The relative silence of Mujeres Libres on this issue reflects both fac- 
tors internal to Mujeres Libres and the dynamics of the broader cultural 
context. Spanish anarchist calls for greater sexual openness had always 
gone hand in hand with a certain puritanism. As one activist remarked, 
“We were always very puritanical, worse than the Christians in some 
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ways...Take free love, for example, Companeras virtually never had more 
than one compafiero at once; the rest was theory.’** Most men apparently 
interpreted free love to mean freedom for them, but not for their com- 
pafieras. Those women who did attempt to take free love seriously— 
whether by having more than one lover at a time or by leaving a lover when 
the relationship no longer felt satisfying—often faced social ostracism, 
even among their friends and comrades from the movement. Men may 
have talked about free love, but most men ridiculed or denigrated those 
women who practiced it.*’ 

This puritanism was certainly evident in my recent conversations with 
many of the women of Mujeres Libres as well as with anarchist men. A 
surprising number expressed discomfort with what they saw as the frivo- 
lousness of the modern feminist movement, with its focus on “‘sexual free- 
dom, lesbianism, love, and abortion.” Both Suceso Portales and Pepita 
Carpena noted that Mujeres Libres did not focus attention on sexual pref- 
erence or homosexuality, even though Lucia Sanchez Saornil was a les- 
bian, an aspect of her life she made no effort to hide from others in the 
movement. Everyone ought to be able to love whomever she or he wanted, 
they argued, but one’s sexuality was hardly a “political” issue, one on 
which the movement should feel called to take a stand.** 

Mujeres Libres attempted to teach women about sexuality and sexual 
pleasure by training nurses and midwives and offering courses to provide 
women with information about their bodies. However, its programs were 
clearly limited by prevailing attitudes toward sexuality. Given continued 
male dominance, Mujeres Libres may have hesitated to advocate greater 
sexual freedom for women, for fear that men would use the changed ideo- 
logical climate to take advantage of women. Overall, many of the women 
indicated that issues of sexuality (beyond prostitution, pornography, or 
abortion rights) were “private,” to be negotiated by women in their rela- 
tionships, not issues to be the focus of a movement. “What is there to talk 
about?” one woman replied to my question about sexuality. “It’s something 
between individuals.” Mujeres Libres, as they saw it, aimed to empower 
women so that they could fend for themselves in the context of their rela- 
tionships (or nonrelationships). 

In addition, the wartime situation placed limits on Mujeres Libres’ 
accomplishments in this field. Surely, liberatorios de prostituci6n would 
not be high on the priority list of a movement that was already short of 
workers, funds, and facilities. Since so much of Mujeres Libres’ funding 
came from movement organizations, without their support it would have 
been able to accomplish very little. More important, perhaps, were the dis- 
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locations caused by the war. Refugees were constantly pouring into the 
major cities from areas taken by Franco’s troops. Increasingly, Mujeres 
Libres’ limited resources were needed for basic education and for shelters 
for newly homeless women and children. The constant influx of people 
(including young women) also made it difficult to develop and maintain 
any long-term coordinated effort against prostitution. 

Mujeres Libres may have toned down some of its radicalism on sexu- 
al questions in recognition of the difficulties of the wartime situation. 
Although there were some articles in the early issues of Mujeres Libres 
criticizing the practice of casamientos a la libertaria, none appeared after 
the first few months of the war. One woman’s reactions to them, looking 
back on those years, may be instructive: 


Some of us looked askance at the “marriages” that took place in unions 
then. But when I think back on all that now, I react somewhat different- 
ly. After all, there were these young people who had just gotten together, 
and the boys were going off to the front, perhaps not to return. How could 
you criticize a poor young woman who wanted some formal recognition 
of that union, some piece of paper signed before her compafiero went off 
to the front?” 


Finally, Mujeres Libres may have limited the expression of its sexual 
radicalism in order to avoid alienating the women it hoped to attract. While 
programs devoted to literacy, job-training, child care, and motherhood 
would certainly have been radical in their context, all could be explained 
in terms of the needs of the war and the construction of the new society. 
None of these directly challenged male authority in the household, 
although, of course, any and all programs to empower women ultimately 
posed a challenge to male authority. Each of the programs made a contri- 
bution to the larger social effort while empowering women. On the other 
hand, programs focused on women’s coming to a sense of their own sexu- 
ality might have seemed more threatening, especially to working-class 
women. They could not so easily be justified in terms of contribution to the 
larger social whole. In short, it may be that Mujeres Libres’ initial com- 
mitment not to operate from an explicitly anarchist stance found its clear- 
est expression in the limits of its programs on sexuality. 


Refugee and Social Service Programs 


Finally, Mujeres Libres devoted attention to the support services tradi- 
tionally performed by women and women’s organizations in times of war. 
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These programs fell into two major categories: (1) refugee programs pro- 
viding shelter, schools, and other services for the growing numbers of 
adults, old people, and children displaced as the frontlines receded, and (2) 
assistance to combatants, including visits to soldiers at the front or in hos- 
pitals, washing or mending clothes, etc. 

Work with refugees was a source of considerable pride to Mujeres 
Libres. In the major cities, refugees were aided by the large organizations, 
such as SIA (Solidaridad Internacional Antifascista, a kind of anarchist 
Red Cross). However, many refugees did not make it to the major cities, 
remaining instead in smaller towns or villages. There, Mujeres Libres 
cooperated with SIA to provide services both to refugees (adults and chil- 
dren) and to the wounded.” 

As the war dragged on, articles in Mujeres Libres listing the activities 
of various groups around the country made increasing mention of refugee 
work, including appeals to women to welcome the refugees. Given the 
shortages of food and other necessities, one can imagine that villagers 
would not have been too eager to take in extra people, particularly those 
with many mouths to feed but few hands to work. Providing schools for the 
refugees was an important aspect of this project. Anna Delso, for example, 
noted that once she and her younger siblings moved to the Catalan town of 
Vilanova i la Geltri in November 1936, she spent virtually all her time 
establishing and then teaching in a school for forty refugee children.°! 
Mujeres Libres no. 11 reported that the 127th brigade of the 28th Division 
(what was left of an anarcho-syndicalist-based militia) had, with the assis- 
tance of Mujeres Libres, established a nursery school serving seventy 
refugee children. 

Traditional women’s support work also formed a part of Mujeres 
Libres’ program. Virtually every agrupaci6n had at least some members (if 
not a full seccidén) dedicated to solidarity work, assisting combatants and 
wounded soldiers. One aspect of this work in Barcelona was setting up and 
running a “soldier’s place”: the local transit workers’ union provided the 
building, Marianet (national secretary of the CNT) provided the beds, and 
they scrambled around to buy or borrow whatever else they needed. 
Conchita Guillén recalled that the three speeches she gave as a member of 
the propaganda committee toward the end of 1938 involved encouraging 
women to be strong in the rearguard in order to strengthen the men who 
were at the front.” 

Of course, Mujeres Libres was hardly alone in doing support work: 
AMA and other women’s groups made such support work a raison d’étre 
of their organizations. Mujeres Libres mobilized groups of women to make 


Free Women of Spain. TS 


periodic trips to the battlefronts, to bring the men fresh clothes, hot food, 
and—perhaps most important—company. Since many of the women of 
Mujeres Libres were militants in one of the other anarchist organizations, 
they sometimes traveled under different sponsorship. Amada de N6, who 
was a representative of her barrio to the local committee of Mujeres Libres 
in Barcelona, recalls going to the front on a mission sponsored by SIA, 
along with Lucia Sanchez Saornil (then the general secretary of SIA), 
Soledad Estorach, Libertad Rédenas, and Conchita Liafio. Although all 
were members of Mujeres Libres, they traveled not as Mujeres Libres, but 
as women of the CNT.” 

Of course, as might be expected, Mujeres Libres’ intentions in sending 
women to the fronts were not always coincident with the soldiers’ expec- 
tations. Educational work among both women and men was constant. In 
her capacity as SIA representative, for example, Sara Berenguer Guillén 
had many dealings with militiamen, and corresponded with many soldiers 
as a way of keeping up their morale. More than once she had to fend off 
marriage proposals from young men who misinterpreted her letters as evi- 
dence that she had a romantic interest in them! 

Nevertheless, she, Pepita Carpena, and Conchita Guillén spoke enthu- 
siastically of their trips to the front to visit soldiers. Sara described one 
such trip, organized through SIA. “There was a group of young women 
factory workers who...wanted to do something for the soldiers. They said, 
‘Why don’t we all contribute something—maybe twenty-five pesetas, or 
something—and we’ll buy supplies through SIA and take them to the 
front.’” Since Sara was then working for SIA, she served as the delegate of 
the SIA National Council for the trip. “We rented two buses, loaded them 
up with the material and with all the girls from the factory. Two CNT mil- 
itants accompanied us: Expésito, a teacher in a rationalist school, and 
Saturnino Aransaez.” One of the buses broke down en route near a military 
encampment. Convinced by Sara of the need to get moving as soon as pos- 
sible (since they were carrying goods for the anarchist 26th Division and 
the soldiers would likely be moving their position fairly soon), the 
mechanics worked well into the night and repaired the axle. The girls got 
back onto the bus and arrived at the camp of the 26th Division early the 
next morning. 


The girls were exhausted from lack of sleep, so they went to the dining 
room to nap, resting their heads on the tables. When the soldiers came in 
and saw the girls there, they started to make advances. Meanwhile, 
Saturnino, Expésito, and I had gone off to find the company command- 
ers to arrange for the day’s events. When we came back, we heard the 
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girls screaming and crying. The soldiers had disappeared as soon as they 
saw us! We asked the girls what had happened, and they explained...1 
said to them, “Look, they didn’t know how to act, but maybe it’s not all 
their fault. Maybe, before we got here, another group of women had been 
here, from who knows where, for other purposes, and the soldiers fig- 
ured, well, all women are alike. So let’s tell them why we’re 
here.”...That’s what they did, meeting with the soldiers in groups of two 
or three, and it all worked out fine.” 


As women of Mujeres Libres, they wanted not just to visit and cheer 
the soldiers but also to educate. Mujeres Libres was always quick to point 
out that it understood this solidarity work within a larger political context. 
As Lucia Sanchez Saornil expressed it in July 1938, referring to Mujeres 
Libres’ goal of creating a “conscientious and responsible female force”: 
“This feminine force that we wish to create and that we are creating has, 
of course, a purpose and a political destiny much greater than sewing uni- 
forms for militiamen or visiting the sick...These are immediate needs, 
required by the circumstances...Our organization has other more far-reach- 
ing goals that inform its principles and that must, at all times, guide its 
actions.” 

It 1s evident from my conversations with some of those who were 
young “recruits” to Mujeres Libres that, although this solidarity work often 
took on a life of its own, the ultimate goals never were far from sight. 
Young women like Conchita Guillén and Sara Berenguer, who were only 
sixteen when the war broke out and who had had little personal exposure 
to anarchist ideals and activities in the years before the war (they described 
themselves as “novices, who knew nothing about nothing”), became total- 
lv caught nn in Muteres Libres in the Hnai m0ntlis uf ine wai. Their under- 
standing of the larger issues of capacitaci6n and their insistence that 
Mujeres Libres enabled women to “respect themselves and be respected” 
come through clearly in all their conversations. 


VI 


SEPARATE AND EQUAL? 
Dilemmas of Revolutionary Mobilization 


Given Mujeres Libres’ dual commitment to education and activism, we 
might expect it to have been welcomed with open arms by the CNT and 
FAI, its “brother” organizations in the libertarian movement. Mujeres 
Libres shared much with these organizations. Virtually all its militants 
were also activists in at least one of the others. Mujeres Libres’ appren- 
ticeship programs and programs of formacion social prepared women to 
assume active roles in production and CNT activities. The anarchist/liber- 
tarian orientation of Mujeres Libres’ cultural and educational programs 
addressed many of the goals of the FAI (and of the FIJL). 

Nevertheless, these libertarian movement organizations never treated 
Mujeres Libres as a fully equal partner. In addition, Mujeres Libres’ rela- 
tionships with nonlibertarian women’s groups were also strained, due to 
the greater financial and political power of the Communist party and its 
affiliated organizations. Examination of Mujeres Libres’ relations with 
women’s groups outside the libertarian movement and with other organi- 
zations within it can provide insight into the nature of Mujeres Libres’ 
project and the “separate and equal” status it struggled to achieve within 
the libertarian community. 


Relations with Other Women’s Organizations 


Mujeres Libres’ relations with nonlibertarian women’s organizations 
were a product of its attitude toward feminism and of its role in the liber- 
tarian movement. As I have argued, Mujeres Libres rejected existing fem- 
inist ideology and political organizing. It insisted that women’s subordina- 
tion would be overcome not by a narrow struggle for voting rights, or even 
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for equal pay at the workplace, but only through a movement with clear 
social and educational goals. In its view, political organizing (i.e., organiz- 
ing without a social/educational and class dimension) would only perpetu- 
ate the subordination of working-class women. ' 

One purpose for which Mujeres Libres was founded, then, was to meet 
those women’s needs which existing movement organizations had ne- 
glected. Nevertheless, as the civil war within a civil war progressed, 
Mujeres Libres’ activities took on a further dimension and purpose: to 
compete with socialist organizations for the allegiance of the Spanish 
working woman. In a retrospective justification of its activities, Mujeres 
Libres argued to the libertarian movement: 


With the advent of the Republic in Spain, there began a veritable con- 
test of captacidn among the political parties... 

It was then, in view of the danger these events posed for the libertari- 
an tendency and for the society as a whole, that a group of compafieras 
conceived the idea of creating a journal, managed and directed by our 
women, that would begin to work among the feminine sectors of our 
country, introducing among them...an inclination toward libertarian ten- 
dencies. This journal was the magazine Mujeres Libres, which appeared 
in May 1936.” 


Of course, some libertarian women’s groups (those in Terrassa and in 
Barcelona, for example) existed even before the journal began to be pub- 
lished. Mercedes and Lucia had sent letters to many of those groups in an 
effort to begin a network as early as 1935. But since those groups were 
explicitly rooted in the libertarian movement, they may not have fit the 
broader scenario Mujeres Libres was attempting to sketch out in these 
memoranda. 

In fact, it is not at all clear that competition with socialist organizations 
was a primary goal at first. However, once the various leftist parties 
launched women’s organizations, the captaci6n piece of Mujeres Libres’ 
agenda intensified, particularly the competition with the AMA. 

In the prewar period, most other leftist organizations and parties, while 
committed in theory to overcoming the subordination of women, had tend- 
ed to adopt the traditional Marxist perspective that the subordination of 
women was secondary to the divisions of a class society. Consequently, the 
most effective way to overcome that subordination was to organize women 
into working-class organizations to struggle jointly for an end to class 
oppression. In general, they denied what Mary Nash has termed the “speci- 
ficity of women’s oppression,” and argued that “the emancipation of 
woman would be achieved exclusively through her incorporation into the 
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class struggle.”’ Many of the organizations developed “women’s sections,” 
aimed at mobilizing women to participate in their activities. 

Left-wing and dissident socialist organizations differed slightly in their 
orientation. They addressed the need for equality between men and women 
in the workplace and at home, and actively supported programs of cultur- 
al preparation. Nevertheless, their strategy was politically similar to that of 
PSOE, PCE, and PSUC: both the BOC and the POUM created “women’s 
sections” to attend specifically to the mobilization of women into those 
parties.* 

With the advent of the war, the strategy of the Marxist parties changed. 
They established separate women’s organizations, among them Dona a la 
Reraguarda and the Asociacién de Mujeres Antifascistas, and journals 
specifically oriented to women (e.g., Mujeres and Companya). These 
focused not on overcoming women’s subordination, but on mobilizing 
women to contribute to the war effort. In neglecting to address the speci- 
ficities of women’s subordination, these socialist and communist organiza- 
tions differed significantly from Mujeres Libres. 

The AMA, in particular, represented itself as a nonpartisan organiza- 
tion, concerned with mobilizing women for the struggle against fascism. 
Its formal objectives were (1) to contribute to the struggle against fascism 
and in favor of peace, (2) to defend culture and women’s right to an edu- 
cation to overcome their enslavement to ignorance, (3) to defend civil 
rights and equal justice, and (4) to incorporate women fully into the polit- 
ical and social life of the country.° Despite this stated concern with cultur- 
al subordination, however, its war-related activities soon overshadowed 
these gender-specific goals. 

It was in this context that Mujeres Libres took issue with the AMA. 
Mujeres Libres was deeply committed to the revolutionary struggle: not 
just to winning the war but also to societal transformation. The AMA mar- 
ginalized that struggle, downplaying both women’s particular sub- 
ordination and issues of broader social transformation. It focused instead 
on mobilizing women for work. In Mujeres Libres’ view, the political 
effects of this supposedly nonideological mobilization effort were clear: it 
would reinforce the ideological dominance of the group already holding 
effective political power, the Communist party. 

A concern with the political implications of the AMA’s alleged non- 
partisanship was at the forefront of Mujeres Libres’ dealings with that 
organization. These implications were perhaps clearest in the syndical con- 
text. Over and over again, in circulars and letters to the CNT, Mujeres 
Libres emphasized the dangers of the AMA’s “winning the battle” at work- 
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places. As male workers (most of whom, at least in Barcelona, had been 
members of the CNT) went off to the fronts, they were increasingly 
replaced by women. But would these women be affiliated with the CNT 
and continue the anarcho-syndicalist tradition in the workplaces? Or would 
they be “nonpolitical’” women, trained in Generalitat programs, who, in 
joining the workforce as unaffiliated workers, would undermine, if not 
reverse, the gains made by generations of CNT organizing?° 

In short, Mujeres Libres interpreted AMA’s “nonpartisan” work as 
deeply political and as a direct challenge to the unions. Mujeres Libres saw 
its own programs of apprenticeship and capacitaci6én as efforts to compete 
with AMA at the workplace: “The primordial preoccupation of Mujeres 
Libres was to preserve the syndical strength on which our libertarian 
movement rests.”’ The aim was to develop a revolutionary social con- 
sciousness that would enable women to join in the union-based struggle at 
the workplace and withstand the ideological influence of the Communist 
party in technical training programs. 

This competition with AMA for the loyalties of women in factories, 
however, formed only a small part of Mujeres Libres’ broader concern with 
developing a female force that was oriented toward revolutionary social 
transformation in all its dimensions. The other major context in which the 
competition revealed itself was in Mujeres Libres’ response to the AMA’s 
call for the “unity” of all women and women’s organizations (including 
republicans, socialists, and communists, along with Mujeres Libres) under 
the umbrella of the AMA. 

Consistent with the position of the larger libertarian movement, Mu- 
jeres Libres vociferously opposed all calls for “feminine unity” that denied 
the important ideological and political differences among the groups. It 
insisted on the need to maintain an independent libertarian women’s pres- 
ence in a true coalition, in which each group would maintain its identity 
and autonomy. Such a coalition could draw strength from the variety of 
perspectives, rather than attempting to present a unified—and not coinci- 
dentally nonrevolutionary—common front. From the first, Mujeres Libres 
expressed deep distrust of the motives and intentions of the AMA and other 
“unity” organizations, emphasizing the political and ideological context in 
which these calls for unity were taking place. For example, in response to 
an invitation to attend the congress of the “Unido de Donas de Catalufia” in 
November 1937, Mujeres Libres issued a critique of the congress’ state- 
ment of goals. I reproduce part of that response here, to provide a sense of 
its tone and intensity: 
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. To contribute to antifascist unity: 
Response: End the persecutions against antifascist organizations that 
are not represented in the government... 


2. To work for equality of salary with men: 
..the problems of working-class families will not be resolved by equal- 
ity of salaries... 


5. To save our country from the fascist invasion: 
From the two invasions: that which is being fought at the fronts, and 
that which is operating in the rearguard... 


6. To emancipate women for work, teaching them new skills: 
For Mujeres Libres, this is a fact that has been a reality for some time, 
and not a point to attract people to a congress.® 


Many of the critiques Mujeres Libres circulated could have been meant 
for the education of its own agrupaciones (local groups) and CNT unions 
as well as for the AMA. After it had been rejected repeatedly by the nation- 
al and regional committees of Mujeres Libres, the AMA began approach- 
ing individual agrupaciones to participate in its conferences and activities. 
A circular from Mujeres Libres’ national committee to locals, dated May 
23, 1938, warned them specifically not to be taken in by AMA propagan- 
da.’ 

Mujeres Libres insisted that true unity must recognize diversity.'° As 
Lucia Sanchez Saornil wrote, in response to an invitation from the AMA: 
“Mujeres Libres is not interested in “feminine unity, because that does not 
represent anything. We have called a thousand times for political and syn- 
dical unity, the only kind of unity that truly contributes to the cause...As 
long as differences [of politics and strategy] among the tendencies exist, a 
fusion of groups is impossible, because it is incompatible with human vari- 
ety.”'! It was important that each organization should retain its “character 
and personality” and continue its work to further the war effort, the revo- 
lution, and women’s emancipation. “Women’s interests,’ Mujeres Libres 
argued, were neither so “clearly defined nor so universally agreed upon 
that, in themselves, they could form the basis for a single organization.” 
True antifascist unity would require not the merging of all into one, but a 
recognition of the diversity of political views and a willingness to accept 
the autonomy of perspective and action of all the groups in the coalition. 
Mujeres Libres was not about to sacrifice its principles of direct action and 
spontaneous order to some vague and counterrevolutionary notion of “fem- 
inine unity.” 
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The Libertarian Movement 


This insistence on autonomy and on the recognition of diversity among 
women’s groups paralleled Mujeres Libres’ claims for organizational 
autonomy and the recognition of diversity within the larger libertarian con- 
text. Mujeres Libres had been prepared for a struggle with women’s groups 
allied with other organizations, but it was not prepared for the resistance it 
encountered within the libertarian movement. Though aware of the sexism 
of men in movement organizations and of the failure of those organizations 
to deal adequately with women and women’s issues, Mujeres Libres 
planned to work closely with both the CNT and the FAI on the local, 
regional, and national levels. It expected to be welcomed into the libertar- 
ian “family.” On the local level, this expectation was partially fulfilled, but 
at the level of national organizations, Mujeres Libres was consistently dis- 
appointed. 

Part of its disappointment may, in fact, have been a consequence of the 
confusion evidently generated by its simultaneous insistence on inclusion 
and autonomy within the larger movement. Until its establishment as a 
national federation in August 1937, Mujeres Libres had consisted of a 
series of more or less independent agrupaciones. Mercedes Comaposada 
recalled that, at various times during the first half of 1937, she and Lucia 
had traveled to Valencia (the seat of the national government and the 
national committees of libertarian movement organizations) to request 
official recognition and support for Mujeres Libres. 


One time I had with me all sorts of pamphlets and records of all the dif- 
ferent kinds of work we had done. I asked Marianet. “Why don’t von rec- 
ognize us as an organization?” And he said, “How can we recognize you 
as an organization? We know what you’re doing, and you’re doing it well. 
But until you come to us with an organization, that is, committees, 
regional committees, a national committee, people who are ready to serve 
in positions of responsibility, etc., there is nothing we can do.””” 


That conversation and others like it provided an impetus for calling a first 
national conference in August 1937, which brought together repre- 
sentatives of ninety local groups and established Mujeres Libres as a 
national organization. 

The conference established a federal structure with provincial, re- 
gional, and national committees, a form of organization designed to pro- 
vide maximum flexibility. Not coincidentally, it was a form based on the 
model of the CNT and the FAI, with which the members of Mujeres Libres 
were thoroughly familiar. In addition, the conference followed “accepted 
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federal procedures” as these had been developed over the years in the CNT 
and the FAI. For example, rather than naming specific individuals to par- 
ticular tasks, the conference named delegations (by locality), and the dele- 
gations, in turn, designated the individuals who would participate in the 
particular committee.'> These practices clearly located the organization 
within the larger libertarian community. 

Mujeres Libres identified itself ideologically with the goals and meth- 
ods of the CNT and the FAI. At the same time, it jealously guarded its 
autonomy. Its initiators chose “Mujeres Libres” (free women), rather than 
“Mujeres Libertarian” (libertarian women), as its name, for example, to 
make clear that it had ideological connections to the libertarian movement, 
but was not a subsidiary organization.'* The tension was also evident in the 
debate over the design for what was to be Mujeres Libres’ membership 
card. After some discussion of the companeras’ “special fondness” for red 
and black (the colors of the CNT and FAI), it was agreed that the mem- 
bership card should carry those colors—but not the letters “CNT-FAI.” 
Although “we area related organization, we are not a dependent of the oth- 
ers.” Similarly, the official banner would be blue (for “optimism’’) with 
white letters, but would also carry a black-and-red stripe.'* 

The complexity of Mujeres Libres’ own goals with respect to auton- 
omy and inclusion was apparent. At the first meeting, the assembly voted 
to invite the relevant committees of the CNT and the FAI to send delegates 
to meetings of the regional and national committees of Mujeres Libres— 
in a nonvoting capacity—and to request that Mujeres Libres be permitted 
to send delegates (again, with no voting privileges) to meetings of the par- 
allel committees of the CNT or FAI. The conference decided not to request 
that representatives from Mujeres Libres be accorded voting rights in the 
meetings of these other organizations because (a) they already had influ- 
ence in those organizations through membership in unions (in the case of 
the CNT) and participation in anarchist agrupaciones (in the case of the 
FAI and FIJL); and (b) they did not want to run the risk of being bound by 
decisions taken by those organizations with which they might disagree. 
The scenario the conference discussed was: “‘Let us suppose, for example, 
that the CNT National Committee—which we would belong to—should 
decide, in opposition to our opinion, that our organization had lost its rea- 
son for existence and agreed, by majority vote, to dissolve it. What would 
be our position?”’’* In short, Mujeres Libres wanted to be included in con- 
gresses and in the deliberations that took place during them, but not to lose 
its independence. 
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Over the course of the next eighteen months, while insisting that it was 
‘‘an integral part of the libertarian movement,’ Mujeres Libres continually 
asserted its autonomy. “Mujeres Libres,” one statement argued, 


could have converted itself into an appendage of the union movement 
with respect to feminine preparation, transforming women into a recep- 
tacle of anarcho-syndicalism...It could have converted itself into an 
annex or a “Women’s section” of the FAI...but it didn’t do this either... 
Since those of us who were its “prime movers” were anarchists, we 
could not accede to a situation in which, within this specific organization, 
there would be individuals without a social formation; nor could we, as 
anarchists, convert those individuals into blind instruments [in the service 
of the movement] without contradicting our own anarchist principles.'’ 


Despite its frustrations with movement organizations, Mujeres Libres 
continued to communicate its expectations for support and acceptance. It 
invited the FAI and CNT to send representatives to its congresses, hoping 
to demonstrate its membership in the libertarian community and to win 
legitimacy within it.'* 

The struggle for full organizational recognition was relentless. Repre- 
sentatives of Mujeres Libres often joined representatives of CNT and FAI 
when a car went out to the countryside on propaganda trips, marking 
shared goals and purposes in a symbolic way. Mujeres Libres further 
insisted that when the libertarian movement held rallies, a speaker from 
Mujeres Libres should be on the podium, along with those from the CNT, 
FAI, and FIJL. Announcements of such rallies in the press indicate that 
they were often successful. In preparation for the events commemorating 
the first anniversary of the death of Durruti, for example, the national com- 
muttee Of the CNI sent a circular to all the regional committees with 
instructions that, at each event, there should be five speakers, one from 
Mujeres Libres, one from SIA, one from FIJL, one from the CNT, and one 
from FAI.'® 

Nevertheless, I could find no other circulars from the National Com- 
mittee following up on this one nor any documents of those organizations 
that mentioned either Mujeres Libres or SIA along with FAI and CNT as 
equivalent organizations. Further, Sara Berenguer Guillén reported that, 
when plans were announced for the second anniversary commemoration, 
there were no representatives from Mujeres Libres on the list of speakers. 
According to Sara, Soledad Estorach raised a fuss with the Catalan region- 
al committee, demanding that representatives of Mujeres Libres also take 
part in the meetings. She succeeded in convincing the committee, but then 
they had to come up with speakers to go to rallies in towns and cities 
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throughout Catalonia. Sara and Amada de N6 were among the young 
women who represented Mujeres Libres at some of these gatherings. Sara 
was to go to Hospitalet and Granollers, though she was not able to speak 
at the former because the highway had been cut by fascist bombs and the 
event was cancelled. Amada went to Gerona. To deal with her nervousness, 
she memorized an article Soledad had written for a newspaper and recited 
it en route.”° 

Within this complex and often confusing context, Mujeres Libres did 
receive some recognition and support from other movement organizations. 
Much of the anarchist press seems to have been at least supportive, and at 
times enthusiastic, about Mujeres Libres’ work and accomplishments. 
Acracia, the anarchist daily in Lérida, referred to the work of Mujeres 
Libres with some regularity, usually in the most laudatory of terms.*! 
Tierra y Libertad, Solidaridad Obrera, Tiempos Nuevos, and a variety of 
other periodicals also made frequent reference to the work and activities of 
Mujeres Libres. 

Locally, Mujeres Libres received help from individual CNT unions. 
Many locals participated actively in the apprenticeship programs and read- 
ily opened the doors (and temporarily stopped the assembly lines) of col- 
lectivized factories to Mujeres Libres’ teams of speakers. There were also 
examples of direct support. When Pepita Carpena’s compajfiero was killed 
at the front, the metalworkers’ union, of which he had been a member and 
with which she had been involved since her youth, paid his weekly salary 
to her, so that she could continue her work with Mujeres Libres. Some 
local unions and many soldiers at the front also sent regular contributions 
to Mujeres Libres in support of its work.”* At least in some communities, 
Mujeres Libres seems to have achieved the recognition it desired: being 
included as an organization as part of the larger libertarian movement. 
Minutes of meetings of the local federation of ateneos libertarios in 
Madrid, between July 1937 and April 1938, for example, report the atten- 
dance of Mujeres Libres, the local FAI, the local federation of CNT unions, 
and the local federation of the FIJI.” 

Mujeres Libres sent a steady stream of requests for financial and other 
substantive assistance to the CNT and FAI at the national and regional lev- 
els. It appealed to them as “one more member of the libertarian family” in 
need of financial support to carry out work that was critical to all libertar- 
ian organizations. Mujeres Libres requested financial support and facilities 
for regional congresses (one held in Barcelona in February 1938, another 
held there in October 1938), for publications and propaganda work, for 
maintaining offices, and for salaries for members of the regional commit- 
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tee. Both the CNT and the FAI, particularly in Catalonia, seemed quite 
prepared to provide meeting space, food, and support for these confer- 
ences. In addition, between July and October of 1938, both the Catalan 
Regional Committee of the FAI and the National Committee of the CNT 
offered small but regular subventions to Mujeres Libres, which subsidized 
the printing of issue no. 13 of Mujeres Libres.** While the financial contri- 
butions usually fell short of what Mujeres Libres had requested, rarely was 
the organization turned away empty-handed.” Although little of the corre- 
spondence among the organizations indicates that Mujeres Libres was 
treated as an equal member of the libertarian family, it was certainly treat- 
ed as a member, even if as a younger and perhaps immature sister. 

Mujeres Libres nevertheless expressed frustration at not being treated 
with respect and seriousness by members of these organizations. All too 
often, individual compafieros referred to Mujeres Libres in sexually 
degrading or derogatory ways: calling them Mujeres Liebres, for example. 
(“Liebre” means hare; the term was obviously one of opprobrium, imply- 
ing that they jumped from bed to bed like rabbits. This labeling of female 
activists as sexual deviants was not unique to Spain.)*° Mujeres Libres 
repeatedly appealed to both the regional and national committees of the 
CNT and the FAI, asking them to “rein in” the hostility of their local 
groups and encourage them to provide direct support.”’ 

Mujeres Libres also sought support from regional and national organ- 
izations of the libertarian movement. For example, in 1937, Mujeres Libres 
requested of the National Committee of the CNT that local unions regu- 
larly allow women time for extra apprenticeship training sessions in work- 
shops and factories. But the CNT did not respond positively. Conseauently. 
many training opportunities were taken over by the government, and the 
AMA and socialist unions were taking ready advantage of them. Mujeres 
Libres later requested that women identified by Mujeres Libres as poten- 
tial militants be allowed an hour and a half off with pay, a few times a 
week, so that they could attend classes in “general culture and social prepa- 
ration.” This arrangement, they argued, would be in the interest of the 
movement, as well as of individual women, and would help to counter the 
effects of government (and communist-dominated) programs.” At this 
same time, the secretariat of the UGT in Barcelona was attempting to pres- 
sure its local unions to be more accepting of women workers trained in the 
Generalitat-sponsored institute.? Mujeres Libres’ concern that other 
organizations were taking better advantage of the training programs thus 
seems well founded. 
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Mujeres Libres repeatedly requested financial assistance at both the 
regional and national levels. Noteworthy is a March 1937 letter to the 
Peninsular Committee of the FAI, in which Mujeres Libres identified itself 
as “Agrupacién Mujeres Libres, FAI.” The letter detailed some of its goals 
and activities, reporting that it had five hundred members, but was in des- 
perate financial need. The Catalan Regional Committee, however, writing 
in response to this letter, met Mujeres Libres’ request for eight thousand 
pesetas with a grant of only five hundred pesetas to support its work.*? 
Three months later, Mercedes Comaposada, writing for the Secretariat of 
Propaganda of Mujeres Libres, again addressed the Peninsular Committee 
of the FAI, noting that Communist-sponsored organizations (all of which 
were receiving substantial financial assistance from both the Party and 
government ministries) were “making headway among women in the UGT 
and even in the CNT.” In a statement that reveals a great deal about the way 
Comaposada thought Mujeres Libres was being perceived by the libertari- 
an movement, she concluded, “Mujeres Libres arose in opposition to this, 
with the aim of educating the women our movement is so in need of—and 
not, as some compajfieros misunderstand us, with intentions of separatism 
or of feminist agitation,” 

Mujeres Libres frequently compared its position in the libertarian 
movement to that of AMA in the communist camp. One circular noted that, 
in addition to offering substantial financial support, a UGT transport work- 
ers’ union had even presented a car to the AMA’s Seccién de Propaganda. 
“Comparing this with our own economic impotence brought tears of rage 
to our eyes. What we could do with even half of what they have! Just with 
what they spend on posters!** 

Emma Goldman took up the cause during one of her visits to Bar- 
celona. Since Mujeres Libres had refused to dissolve itself into AMA, she 
wrote to Mariano Vazquez: “They receive no aid whatsoever, while the 
Communist women not only receive aid, but are also collecting money out- 
side the country from women in factories...Mujeres Libres is being left 
behind on all fronts.” 


You must know that I have struggled for the emancipation of women for 
some years, so it is natural that I should be interested in Mujeres Libres. 
I am very surprised that our organizations CNT, FAI, and even the Juven- 
tudes have done so little to help them, and have shown so little interest. 
Don’t you think, dear compafiero, that it would also be in the interest of 
the CNT and of the FAI to assist Mujeres Libres as much as you can?*° 
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Vazquez was quite defensive in his response, insisting that the CNT 
was “just as concerned about Mujeres Libres as you are” and that the lib- 
ertarian movement had provided whatever assistance it could to Mujeres 
Libres—although, since it did not have the backing of a strong interna- 
tional organization, its financial capabilities were far inferior to those of 
the Communists. “I must, therefore, reject totally your claim that the CNT 
has not done everything possible for Mujeres Libres. It is true that the CNT 
has not been able to give it [Mujeres Libres] the millions that other organ- 
izations and parties can give to their women’s organizations. And we have 
not done so, because we don’t have them [the millions of pesetas].”* The 
CNT’s resources were inferior to those of the Communist party. 
Nevertheless, as we will see, budgetary considerations were not the only 
factor in these decisions. The question of the autonomy of Mujeres Libres 
seems, in fact, to have been much more significant. 


The Women’s Secretariats of the FIJL 


Questions of autonomy and inclusion came clearly to the fore in 
Mujeres Libres’ relations with the FIJL. When the FIJL established a 
Secretaria Femenina (women’s bureau) at the end of 1937, Mujeres Libres 
found itself in a directly competitive relationship. Pepita Carpena, who had 
long been a member of both Juventudes and of the CNT, and who had orig- 
inally refused to join Mujeres Libres on the grounds that she saw no need 
for the separation of men and women in the struggle, described her reac- 
tion: 


I was active in the Juventudes...They called a meeting and put forward 
the proposition to establish a Secretariado Femenino inside the FIJL. It 
seems that the compafieros had this idea from the Communists, who were 
becoming quite powerful, and had established “women’s sections” every- 
where. Now, I had been committed to the emancipation of women from 
the beginning. But I accepted the prevailing view that the struggle should 
be carried out equally by men and women. So I didn’t like this business 
of a “women’s bureau” in the FIJL at all...I said that I was totally 
opposed. Nevertheless, even though my group accepted the proposition, 
I was named delegate from my Juventudes group to the Local Federation 
of Juventudes...So, I had to go to the meeting and announce that we 
accepted the proposition. But I decided then (and told them) that, since it 
seemed to me counterproductive that the FIJL should have a Secretariado 
Femenino, [ was leaving, and from then on, I would carry on my mili- 
tancy in Mujeres Libres.*° 
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The Secretaria was meant to counter the efforts of the Communist- 
sponsored Asociaci6n de Jé6venes Antifascistas, the Asociacié de la Dona 
Jove (young women’s organization), and the Unién de Muchachas (girl’s 
union) to engage in propaganda and political work among young people 
and, further, to provide programs of captacion and capacitacion for young 
women.” 

Pepita viewed the creation of a special women’s section in the FIJL as 
an abandonment of what she took to be the longstanding anarchist princi- 
ple that struggles should be carried on jointly. She also saw it as a negation 
of the work Mujeres Libres was already doing. Why create a special 
women’s department in the FIJL, she wondered, when there was already a 
libertarian group devoted to educating and preparing women of all ages? 

Pepita’s concerns were shared by others, both within and without 
Mujeres Libres. In the months after the decision was taken, the Secre- 
tariado Femenino sent out a stream of announcements addressing these 
concerns—explaining its goals and insisting that it meant neither to deny 
the significance of, nor to compete with, Mujeres Libres. However, since it 
defined its purpose in almost exactly the same terms as Mujeres Libres— 
the capacitaci6n and education of young women—and since the activities 
it proposed to undertake—schools, apprenticeship programs, journals, dis- 
cussion groups—were virtually identical, the argument was a difficult one 
to sustain. 

Its Circular no. 3 of November 1937, for example, argued that “there 
is no duality of functions, nor is there any basic competition between 
Mujeres Libres and Juventudes Libertarias.’ Mujeres Libres, the document 
asserted, was valuable as an organization, but one directed to the needs of 
adult women. The Secretariadas Femeninas, on the other hand, would 
address young women, challenging their marginalization and assuring that 
there would be women in the organization to replace the men who were 
constantly being called away. The language is virtually identical with that 
of Mujeres Libres, the sole difference being the claim that Mujeres Libres 
addressed adults whereas the Secretariado Femenino would be oriented to 
young people.*’ But since so many of the activists in Mujeres Libres were 
young people (Pepita, Soledad, Sara, Conchita, and many of their friends 
were in their mid to late teens at the beginning of the revolution), it seemed 
to many in Mujeres Libres that the Secretarfas Femeninas would simply be 
duplicating its work and draining the movement’s scarce resources. 

The Secretariado was well aware of this sentiment, and apparently 
devoted as much energy to discussions of how to deal with Mujeres Libres 
as it did to dealing with the AJA and other Communist-affiliated youth 
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organizations. Relations with Mujeres Libres were strained, at best. The 
Secretarias frequently referred to Mujeres Libres as a “young” or “imma- 
ture” organization, one with little success is organizing women—although 
they did acknowledge that Mujeres Libres’ “weakness” might be due to its 
precarious financial condition. They were well aware of Mujeres Libres’ 
Opposition to the existence of the Women’s Bureau: “Its position with rela- 
tion to our Secretariats is of opposition. They believe that they should be 
the only ones in the libertarian camp to win over [captar] women—and the 
ones to distribute the activists they don’t need to their sister organiza- 
tions.”** 

Of course, Mujeres Libres did not see its role as “distributing excess 
militants” to other organizations. It saw itself as preparing women to par- 
ticipate in whatever libertarian movement organization they might choose. 
What these passages and other documents reveal is a strong sense of orga- 
nizational rivalry.*” Mujeres Libres saw the creation of the Women’s 
Bureaus as redundant. The Women’s Bureaus, for their part, wanted 
Mujeres Libres to become a “dependent” organization of the Libertarian 
movement: “all of us orient its [Mujeres Libres’] work, and we should have 
the responsibility for its development and activities and for providing it 
with economic means.’ 

In October 1938, the Secretariado Femenino prepared a report of its 
activities for presentation to the National Plenary of the FIJL, in which it 
reiterated earlier claims that Mujeres Libres was acting improperly in 
attempting to incorporate both young and adult women in its programs, 
and raised with the congress whether it might wish to bring to the forth- 
coming joint congress of the libertarian movement a resolution that 
Mujeres Libres be an organization for adult women only. Further, the 
report revealed that the Peninsular Committee had experienced consider- 
able difficulties in convincing some of its own regional committees of the 
need for a Women’s Bureau. Apparently, both the Local Federation of 
Barcelona and the Catalan Regional Committee had rejected the proposal 
for a bureau, arguing that “‘a number of the tasks we set out were being 
addressed already by Mujeres Libres, and that there was no reason for us 
to put ourselves in competition with them.”*! 

The report may be even more important, however, for what it revealed 
about the frustration of the Secretaria with its position in the FIJL. Despite 
the earlier claims that Mujeres Libres had been largely ineffective in 
achieving its goals (and that the Women’s Bureaus were much better 
placed to engage effectively in this work), what is evident is a sense of 
frustration with how little the Secretarfas had accomplished in the past 
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months. They referred to a number of problems, including the claim that 
the position of the Secretaria within the FIJL severely limited its freedom 
of action. It was time, they insisted, either for a recommitment or a reori- 
entation: “Either we recognize ‘the special characteristics of women’ and 
create an organism with sufficient independence of activity to address 
them; or, on the contrary, we deny the existence of ‘special characteristics’ 
and stop bothering with this problem any more, dissolving the Secretarias 
Femeninas.”” 

Thus, despite the organizational competition with Mujeres Libres, the 
women who participated in the Women’s Bureaus apparently had experi- 
ences that validated Mujeres Libres’ insistence on the importance of auton- 
omy. The Women’s Bureaus adopted goals very similar to those of Mujeres 
Libres, but attempted to achieve them within the FIJL. The Bureaus’ com- 
plaints about their treatment by other organs of their own movement, the 
lack of support they received, and their need for greater independence 
seem to justify Mujeres Libres’ own position vis-a-vis the movement as a 
whole. Nevertheless, the Bureaus never offered public support for Mujeres 
Libres’ view. 


The Libertarian Movement Congress, October 1938 


After many months of informal approaches to specific organizations 
and movement leaders for moral and financial support, Mujeres Libres for- 
mally requested organizational recognition at the joint National Plenary of 
Regionals, CNT-FAI-FIJL in October 1938. That congress, which took 
place in Barcelona and lasted two weeks, was the first national meeting to 
bring together representatives from the three major movement organiza- 
tions. 

Mujeres Libres had not received an official invitation to attend. In the 
past, members of Mujeres Libres had often participated in meetings of 
movement organizations as members of those organizations. But with a 
few minor exceptions they had never attended as representatives of 
Mujeres Libres. This time, however, Mujeres Libres wished to attend as an 
organization. It assembled a delegation of fifteen women who presented 
themselves at the congress, seeking accreditation as delegates of Mujeres 
Libres and formal recognition of Mujeres Libres as a fourth constituent 
branch of the libertarian movement. 

Pura Pérez Arcos traveled from Valencia to Barcelona to serve as a 
Mujeres Libres delegate: 
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We sailed from the port of Alicante on the afternoon of October 7, in a 
small English boat. The group included people from Madrid, Valencia, 
and a variety of places in Andalusia. Our tiny Mujeres Libres delegation 
was inspired by the great hopes and expectations we had of the 
Congress...To make a trip in those days was very risky, and we all knew 
It. 


The harbors were being bombarded every night, and we were totally ille- 
gal travelers on this British boat, which had to sail right by Franquista 
ships. We were due to arrive the next morning, but as we neared the har- 
bor, we could hear the explosions of the fascist bombing of the port. The 
captain headed north, and we sailed around all that day and night, finally 
arriving in Barcelona, exhausted and hungry, on the morning of the 9th. 
We were tremendously excited, and ready to argue the case for Mujeres 
Libres on the floor of the congress. But they would not even allow us into 
the meeting!" 


The delegate accreditation committee (comprised of the secretaries of 
the three major organizations) brought the issue of Mujeres Libres’ atten- 
dance to the full congress for decision. Interestingly, in addition to the del- 
egation from Mujeres Libres, there was another person present who had 
requested permission to join in the proceedings: Emma Goldman, the offi- 
cial representative of the CNT in London. The assembly readily agreed to 
allow her to sit in on the meetings as an observer, given her “special char- 
acter.” But the matter of the delegation from Mujeres Libres was not so 
easily resolved. After much debate the assembly agreed that “Mujeres 
Libres should attend only [the discussion of] that point which affected 
them directly.” Consequently, while some of the would-be delegates were 
able to stav through the meeting as delegates from cthor organizations, 
Mujeres Libres’ delegation was present only for the congress’ eighteenth 
and nineteenth sessions (October 25 and 26, 1938), to participate in the 
discussion of the fifth point of the agenda, “How to assist the work of aux- 
iliary organizations of the libertarian movement.” 

Mujeres Libres had attempted to lay the groundwork for its attendance 
and proposal in the preceding months. In January it circulated a document 
entitled “Some Considerations from the National Committee of Mujeres 
Libres to that of the CNT about the Political Importance of the Former.” In 
September it sent a nine-page statement to the national and peninsular 
committees, reviewing its history and accomplishments and emphasizing 
its work of captaci6n vis-a-vis the AMA. 

In its presentation at the congress, Mujeres Libres discussed the par- 
ticular disabilities confronting women in Spain, the need to counteract 
“political” forces (that is, the Communist party and the AMA), and the 
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importance of a separate libertarian organization to meet these needs. Its 
statements repeatedly emphasized both the libertarian character and com- 
mitments of Mujeres Libres, and the necessity for its autonomy within the 
context of the larger movement. 


The only way to serve both aspects of our movement, the syndical and the 
specific [anarchist], was by maintaining the autonomy of the new organi- 
zation. That autonomy would permit us to work with the female sector in 
the pure territory of ideological and professional capacitacién, providing 
women opportunities...to engage in an apprenticeship in self-deter- 
mination, accustoming them to study and confront political problems. 

Only...the independence [of this female force] curates the possibility 
of its being useful in either an ideological or syndical sense... 

This is why Mujeres Libres has insisted on being...a movement that is 
politically autonomous, protecting its ability to determine its own ends, 
while its Statutes and Declaration of Principles guarantee its libertarian . 
essence.” 


The delegates, however, did not understand Mujeres Libres’ insistence on 
both membership and autonomy. And the parliamentary situation in which 
Mujeres Libres found itself did not make the job of explaining it any easi- 
er. Officially, Mujeres Libres was attending the meeting only as an “auxil- 
lary” to the movement. 

The resulting situation made Mujeres Libres’ task particularly difficult, 
and it provided many opportunities for parliamentary maneuvering to 
those who opposed granting Mujeres Libres equal and autonomous orga- 
nizational status. Mujeres Libres presented cogent and powerful arguments 
in support of its claims, but these were effectively marginalized in the 
debate. The assembly never addressed Mujeres Libres’ request directly 
because others argued that the question of Mujeres Libres’ status had never 
appeared on the agenda of the call to the meeting and that, given the rules 
of the organization (according to which, delegates could only vote on the 
basis of prior instructions given them by the bodies that had elected them), 
the assembly was not empowered to make a decision. In the end, the 
assembly refused to vote on Mujeres Libres’ proposition, agreeing instead 
to a two-part alternative proposal: (1) that since the delegates did not bring 
directions from their organizations, a proposal should be drawn up which 
could be circulated to all the national and regional committees and be dis- 
cussed by the locals; and (2) that since Mujeres Libres was in need of both 
moral and financial assistance, unions should encourage their female 
members to join Mujeres Libres and should commit themselves to sup- 
porting Mujeres Libres financially, whenever possible. Despite Mujeres 
Libres’ complaint that the proposal solved nothing, it passed unanimous- 
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ly.*° Mujeres Libres did draw up a two-page summary of its arguments, 
including a formal request that it be accepted as a fourth branch of the lib- 
ertarian movement, which was circulated to national and regional commit- 
tees shortly after the congress.*’ But, because of the rapidly deteriorating 
war Situation, no further plenary was held, and the motion never came to a 
vote. Mary Nash has written of this meeting that Mujeres Libres’ bid for 
recognition “was rejected on the grounds that a specifically woman’s 
organization would be a source of disunity and inequality within the liber- 
tarian movement.”** Nevertheless, apart from the parliamentary maneu- 
vers, Mujeres Libres’ proposal was never formally rejected. 

A study of the debate at the congress and of the documents Mujeres 
Libres circulated before and after it reveals a great deal about the position 
of Mujeres Libres within the movement, both organizationally and ideo- 
logically. Organizationally, Mujeres Libres analogized its situation to that 
of the AMA in other political movements and to that of the FIJL within the 
libertarian movement. Mujeres Libres pointed to the support the FIJL was 
receiving from the CNT and FAI despite the fact that it was an organiza- 
tion devoted “only” to young people, and argued that Mujeres Libres ought 
to be accorded comparable support and recognition for its work in mobi- 
lizing women. Ideologically, Mujeres Libres insisted that libertarians 
ought to recognize that the specific needs of women would require partic- 
ular ideological, as well as organizational, attention. 

The analogy with the Juventudes did not serve Mujeres Libres well, at 
least in part because the status of the FIJL was also ambiguous. At one 
point in the debate, for example, delegates argued that, since the FIJL was 
only an auxiliary organization, Mujeres Libres should be considered in the 
same category. Representatives of the FIJL objected to this characteriza- 
tion, noting that the FIJL had been invited to the congress. Later in the 
debate, however, others commented that, although the FIJL was present as 
a result of a fait accompli, there was no reason to “repeat the same mis- 
take” with Mujeres Libres.” 

In the end, the FIJL and Mujeres Libres were treated very differently. 
The FIJL had been invited as an organization; its secretary sat as one of the 
three members of the credentials committee, and its delegates participated 
with voice and vote in all the debates of the congress. Further, the congress 
approved a proposal to provide the FIJL with regular and substantial finan- 
cial assistance. It is true that, even within the debates about that proposal, 
representatives of the FIJL chafed at what they regarded as insufficient 
recognition of their own autonomy and achievements as an organization. 
Nevertheless, FIJL succeeded in asserting its own definition of its mission 


and goals and received widespread support, both financial and moral, for 
its activities and for its status as a constituent organization of the 
libertarian movement.°° 

There was no such support for Mujeres Libres. One after another the 
delegations indicated that, although they were willing to provide moral and 
material support to Mujeres Libres, they opposed granting the organization 
equal status as a fourth branch of the movement. A number of different 
arguments were adduced: (1) that anarchism (and syndicalism) admitted of 
no differences by sex, and, therefore, that an organization oriented only to 
women could not truly be a libertarian organization; (2) that Mujeres 
Libres was causing confusion because it was engaging in work that should 
be done by unions; and (3) that Mujeres Libres should not be functioning 
as an autonomous organization, but should be operating within the unions 
and cultural centers. 

In its responses, Mujeres Libres attempted to meet all these objections. 
Its initial presentation to the congress addressed the question of autonomy, 
stressing the uniqueness of women’s situation in Spain, the need for an 
organization to address it, and the demonstrated failure of the CNT, FAI, 
and FIJL to meet that need. Mujeres Libres’ speakers expressed anger at 
being asked constantly to justify themselves and to prove their worth and 
commitment. They argued that the organization was working both within 
and outside the unions and that the work of capacitacién and captacién 
required a much broader and multifaceted approach than any of the exist- 
ing organizations were equipped to do. Further, Mujeres Libres was repre- 
senting women and their interests in the workplace: for example, strug- 
gling for equal pay for equal work, a goal which unions had not defended 
with appropriate vigor. Speakers repeated that Mujeres Libres was not a 
separatist organization, and that it had intervened in opposition when it had 
heard of women’s efforts to establish separate women’s unions, arguing 
that the women ought to join with men in existing union organizations. 
Finally, they argued that anarchism and syndicalism were not the exclusive 
province of men: as compajiras, they had a right—and a responsibility— 
to propagate libertarian ideas and practices: “Our self-determination can- 
not be opposed on the grounds that Anarchism doesn’t admit of sex differ- 
ences, because then it would be necessary to conclude that, as of now, our 
Libertarian Organizations are not deserving of that name because, whether 
by choice or by necessity, its militants are almost exclusively men!””*! 

My own sense, confirmed by interviews with participants, is that the 
key issue was autonomy. The fact that it was an organization of women 
would not necessarily have been sufficient to deny recognition. After all, 
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the FIJL was an organization of only young people. The Women’s Bureaus 
were set up with an even narrower purview: young women. Where Mujeres 
Libres truly differed from the FIJL was in its insistence on autonomy. It 
claimed the right to define its priorities; it would organize its programs not 
just to mobilize women [captar], but also to educate and empower [capac- 
itar| them. Mujeres Libres’ demand for autonomy in setting its goals and 
priorities seems to have been the “sticking point” for other movement 
organizations. 

Despite its frustration with the decision (or, more accurately, non- 
decision) of the Congress with respect to its status as an organization, 
Mujeres Libres took the delegates at their word on the question of finan- 
cial and moral support. In the weeks following, Mujeres Libres corre- 
sponded with the regional and national committees of both the FAI and the 
CNT, reminding them of the resolutions passed at the meeting and request- 
ing financial assistance—requests which apparently met with some suc- 
cess.” 

It is also clear, however, that even in the aftermath of the Congress they 
felt a lack of moral as well as of financial support. In December 1938, for 
example, the Ministry of the Interior attempted to dispossess Mujeres 
Libres of the building on the Paseo Pi y Margall in Barcelona that housed 
the Casal de la Dona Treballadora and to turn the building over to the Bank 
of Spain. After repeated, though unsuccessful, attempts to have the deci- 
sion reversed, Mujeres Libres agreed to move if the Ministry found them a 
suitable replacement building. But the Ministry was unresponsive, sending 
police to evict them. Mujeres Libres requested assistance from the FAI, 


ings between representatives of Mujeres Libres and of the Bank of Spain, 
and calling on Federica Montseny to intervene with the Ministry of the 
Interior, which she did. FAI representatives supported Mujeres Libres’ 
decision to remain in the building and to engage in passive resistance to 
eviction until a suitable replacement site should be found.*? But Mujeres 
Libres received little support from the CNT, and expressed disgust with the 
CNT’s attitude, characterizing it as “rather timid, and little inclined to sup- 
port a firm position on our part.” “It is a pity,’ Lucia wrote to the National 
Committee of the CNT, “that you compajfieros have always had so little 
time to acquaint yourselves with the valuable work of Mujeres Libres and 
that the consequence of this is the little interest you have shown in 
responding to our plea.”* Mujeres Libres was still a long way from 
being fully accepted by other’ libertarian organizations. 
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Nevertheless, it had made considerable progress. Conchita Guillén 
mentioned one poignant detail that may shed some light on the relations 
between Mujeres Libres and other organizations in the last days of the war. 


On the very day of the evacuation of Barcelona [January 24, 1939], when 
the fascists were practically at the gates, we were called to a meeting of 
the libertarian movement; CNT, FAI, FIJL, and Mujeres Libres. Jacinta 
Escudero and I attended as delegates of the Local Federation of Mujeres 
Libres. It was a meeting of some importance, because it was a crucial 
moment: we had either to resist, or to abandon [Barcelona]...We put our- 
selves at the disposition of the movement; they thanked us, but said it 
would be a useless sacrifice, since they had no strength at all, and we all 
should get out as quickly as possible.* 


The first time that Mujeres Libres was called, as an organization, to a 
meeting of the libertarian movement was to be, in fact, its last. Even so, 
Conchita’s memory of the event was clear and strong: for once, they were 
accorded the status as equal members of the movement that they had strug- 
gled so long to achieve. 


CONCLUSION 
Community and the Empowerment of Women 


One can talk for a long time about experiences such as those we lived. 
The most important thing, though, is not having made the revolution, 
but having continued the struggle in the years since, each in his or her 
particular setting, or in many settings at once, without trumpet or 
drum.' 


—Anna Delso 


As women whose particular needs had been neglected by the larger socie- 
ty and by their libertarian comrades, the women of Mujeres Libres had a 
special commitment to the creation of a society that recognized and valued 
diversity. Empowerment would come through the struggle for the anarchist 
vision of coordination without hierarchy, diversity without inequality, and 
individuality with collectivity. 

However short-lived the revolution in which Mujeres Libres played so 
important a role, the experience of participating in it had a dramatic and 
long-lasting impact on the lives of the women active in the organization. 
Women who were only in their teens and early twenties at the time of the 
revolution reflected years later that those events changed their lives dra- 
matically. The energy, enthusiasm, and sense of personal and collective 
empowerment that they experienced stood as markers for them of what life 
could be and of what people could achieve, if they worked together with 
commitment and hope. The most rewarding aspect of engaging in this 
study was the contact with people, both women and men, who retained that 
vision through years of exile and/or oppression. Surely one of the reasons 
they were able to do so was that, for them, social revolution had not been 
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simply a vision or a hope; they had actually lived a change in their daily 
life.’ 

I wish to explore the implications of Mujeres Libres’ activities for 
some of the central issues confronting contemporary feminists and social 
change activists—questions of empowerment, the incorporation of diversi- 
ty, and the meaning and nature of political and social participation. The 
women of Mujeres Libres addressed women’s difference from men within 
the context of a working-class movement. Contemporary feminists and 
participatory democrats are striving to create a society that can address dif- 
ferences of class, racial-ethnic community, sexual orientation, age, and 
physical abilities, as well as of gender. Mujeres Libres’ experience, how- 
ever, has much to teach us about empowerment and changing conscious- 
ness, about the relation between individuals and communities, and about 
the meaning of difference. 


“Cowards Don’t Make History”: A Legacy of Empowerment 


Do you live in a town where women are relegated to a position of 
insignificance, dedicated exclusively to housework and the care of chil- 
dren? No doubt, many times you have thought about this with some dis- 
gust, and when you’ve noticed the freedom that your brothers or the men 
of your households enjoy, you have felt the hardship of being a woman... 


Well, against all this which you have had to suffer comes Mujeres Libres. 
We want you to have the same freedom as your brothers...we want your 
voice to he heard with the same authoritv as vour father’s. We want you 
to attain that independent life you have wanted... 


But realize that all this requires your effort: in order to achieve them, you 
need the assistance of others. You need others to be concerned with the 
same things as you, you need to help them, as they will help you. In a sin- 
gle word, you must struggle communally.? 


Both feminists and communalists have recognized that it is difficult for 
isolated individuals to feel strong and powerful. As Marge Piercy wrote, 
“Strong is what we make / each other. Until we are all strong together, /a 
strong woman is a woman strongly afraid.’ In developing a sense of con- 
nection with others, subordinated people often overcome the sense of pow- 
erlessness that can inhibit social change. 
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Thoroughly rooted as it was in the communalist anarchist tradition, 
Mujeres Libres insisted that the process of individual empowerment was, 
at base, a collective one. Along with contemporary feminists, Mujeres 
Libres recognized that people do not exist as social isolates. They live in 
families and communities, and their sense of self derives from the relations 
they have with others in those communities. Truly egalitarian communities 
respect the diversity and individuality of their members, and only when we 
live and work in such communities can we come fully to a sense of our 
own powers and capacities. 

Mujeres Libres was founded because too few women had experienced 
empowerment within the existing organizations of the Spanish anarchist 
and anarcho-syndicalist movements. It aimed to become a “community of 
empowerment” for working-class women and, at the same time, an orga- 
nizational context for women’s empowerment within the libertarian move- 
ment as a whole. 

The organization clearly contributed to the empowerment of many of 
its members, both those who had little prior involvement in the anarchist 
and anarcho-syndicalist movements and those who had been activists in 
them. Each experienced the fears—and the pride—of having “to do for 
oneself” that went along with being an activist in a group of women 
dependent only on themselves. The sense of community they developed 
and shared with others through the years transformed them. Having lived 
through those times, and having planned and organized new arenas of 
social life, they came to know a much wider range of their own capacities. 
The community of other women with whom they shared those activities 
became a primary source of validation of their new sense of self. 
Continued connection with other Spanish libertarians and with women of 
Mujeres Libres in the years since the war helped to keep alive not only the 
memory of their activities together, but the reality of their personal trans- 
formations. 

The long-range impact of the experiences varied greatly with the indi- 
vidual and with the social and political contexts that they found or created 
for themselves.° The empowerment each of these women experienced was 
connected not only to what she personally had achieved but, more impor- 
tantly, to the community of activists, male and female, with whom she 
lived and worked—both during the revolution and in the years of exile and 
repression that followed it. This finding should hardly be surprising. 
Contemporary feminist theorists have placed increasing emphasis on the 
importance of relationships among women. Some have argued that 
women’s networks provide important supports for women in their families, 
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workplaces, and communities, and enable them to engage in what is com- 
monly recognized as “political action.”’ Others have focused on the ways 
women’s location within networks of friends, family, and associates and 
their particular relationship to social institutions define the ways women 
experience themselves in the world to the extent that women may develop 
psychological orientations, patterns of moral reasoning, and criteria for 
action that differ significantly from prevailing (male-defined) norms.’ 

Attention to context, a defining characteristic of what we might term a 
“feminist world-view,” was also an important element of the Spanish anar- 
chist orientation. Many of Mujeres Libres’ programs had a strong “con- 
sciousness-raising” component, which enabled the participants to locate 
their experiences in a social context and to build solidarity with others on 
the basis of shared perspectives. As in consciousness-raising (CR) groups 
in the early days of the contemporary women’s movement in the United 
States, the realizations an individual woman experienced empowered her 
because they were validated by the experiences of others. 

Consciousness-raising groups, of course, are not the only contexts in 
which consciousness changes. As Marx insisted, consciousness changes in 
and through struggle. Traditionally, Marxists have interpreted that to mean 
that truly revolutionary consciousness—in other words, that based in 
class—is born out of conflict at the workplace, when workers come to rec- 
ognize themselves as engaged in a common struggle against the bour- 
geoisie. Spanish anarchists criticized the economic monocausality of this 
analysis while retaining the emphasis on struggle and activity as the prime 
generators of radical consciousness. General strikes in both rural 
Andalusia and industrial Barcelona (discussed in chapter 2) demonstrated 
that consciousness of oppression can derive from a variety of experiences 
in different contexts and that community-based networks can be as impor- 
tant to consciousness-change as factory-based struggle. Ateneos and ratio- 
nalist schools also provided contexts for people to test out new cultural 
visions, new understandings of themselves, and new relationships to the 
world. 

Spanish anarchists recognized, and Mujeres Libres drew on the rec- 
ognition, that radicalization is born of action. People develop new senses 
of themselves by breaking with traditional molds, taking on roles and mov- 
ing in areas previously closed to them. When those who cross the bound- 
aries of what is considered appropriate behavior do so in the context of a 
supportive group, they can become empowered—and come to question the 
appropriateness of those boundaries in the first place. The women who par- 
ticipated in the general strikes and “women’s war” in Barcelona in the first 
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decades of this century, for example, did not necessarily leave their neigh- 
borhoods in protest against high food prices because they were challeng- 
ing conventional understandings of “women’s place.” However, movement 
out of their neighborhoods and into more public/governmental arenas 
opened new perspectives and provided the grounds for the development of 
a critical consciousness. The women who went to work in factories during 
the Spanish Civil War did not do so because they were challenging the sex- 
ual division of labor, but because they needed income to support their fam- 
ilies while their husbands, brothers, or fathers were at war and because jobs 
had to be done. But the process of working in factories—and meeting with 
other women in similar circumstances—had radicalizing effects. Women 
who become involved in community-based struggles in their neighbor- 
hoods often follow a similar process. While they may join in protests out 
of their understandings of traditional women’s role to protect their fam- 
ilies, the process of engaging in action can itself be politicizing.’ 

The development of a “critical consciousness” is an active process, one 
that involves both “participation in social struggle and the design of 
change. Collective confrontation with structures of authority and/or the 
creation of some new social-political reality in the interstices of existing 
power relations generates changed consciousness and energizes continued 
action (resistance).”’'® I would emphasize here the importance of collective 
confrontation. Radicalization seems to require—or at least be enhanced 
by—the existence of a community of others with whom one shares the 
experience and which then continues to validate the new sense of self 
(though, of course, not all experiences of commonality are radicalizing in 
a progressive sense).'! It is that community which Mujeres Libres provid- 
ed to its members, and it is that sense of community among contemporary 
feminists (and those of the “first wave” as well) which has been crucial to 
feminist consciousness-change. 

The experience of consciousness-raising and of empowerment through 
shared experience is not the only parallel between contemporary feminism 
and Mujeres Libres. Another side of the recognition of the importance of 
community is the insistence that we can devise ways to overcome oppres- 
sive relations only by taking account of the familial, work, and other rela- 
tionships in which all of us are embedded. Feminist theory and practice 
have begun to make clear that the “social glue” holding many societies 
together is not a formal structure of authority but, rather, patterns of human 
relationships rooted in common needs. Communities—and even political 
movements—succeed not because of hierarchical lines of command, but 
because groups of people build the day-to-day connections that sustain 
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them.'’ The affinity groups of the FAI, the ateneos, the agrupaciones in 
which Mujeres Libres structured itself were more or less egalitarian col- 
lectives, in which everyone could feel part of the community. The inter- 
personal connections on which those structures were based (and which 
they fostered) in turn sustained the group and its members. The emphasis 
in feminist theory on the importance of mutually supportive relationships 
is strikingly similar to the Spanish anarchist insistence that the ideal soci- 
ety 1s one based on, and regulated through, relationships of mutuality and 
reciprocity, rather than of hierarchy and dominance. 

Nevertheless, the women of Mujeres Libres were also aware of the 
ambiguous nature of communities. Specifically, communities that ignore 
or deny differences can perpetuate relations of hierarchy and domination 
despite an ostensible commitment to equality. Mujeres Libres’ criticisms of 
the failure of anarchist organizations adequately to address women’s 
uniqueness parallels the criticisms that working-class and ethnic minority 
women have leveled against U.S. feminist movements. Networks may be 
crucial to the creation and maintenance of communities. But if the com- 
munities are truly to be egalitarian and transformative, those networks 
must include the previously dominated, as well as the previously dominant, 
members of the minority and the majority. 

Thus, finally, another aspect of anarchist and feminist attention to com- 
munity as a context for empowerment is a focus on the interrelationship of 
community and individuality. As Martin Buber once noted, a person needs 
“to feel his [sic] own house as a room in some greater, all-embracing struc- 
ture in which he is at home, to feel that the other inhabitants of it with 
whom he lives and works are all acknowledging and confirming his indi- 
vidual existence.”’’ For Buber, the essence of true community was the 
strengthening of self that comes from active membership in a community 
of peers. Spanish anarchists insisted that individuality and community 
were mutually reinforcing. Mujeres Libres built on that insight. The expe- 
rience of both personal and collective empowerment, rooted in networks of 
support and shared commitment, was a crucial aspect of revolutionary 
transformation. The empowerment they experienced required, in turn, a 
community that respected and valued differences among its members. 


Difference, Diversity, and Community 


Although Mujeres Libres understood empowerment as a communal 
process, it also recognized that not all communities empower. For exam- 
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ple, societies structured hierarchically along lines of class, race, and gen- 
der, empower some while disempowering others. A second legacy of 
Mujeres Libres, then, is its effort, through a focus on gender, to create a 
community that fully incorporates all its members—in this case, respect- 
ing both women’s similarities to, and differences from men. 

Mujeres Libres demanded that the call for recognition and respect for 
diversity include women as well as men. It insisted that the anarchist 
movement and the new society it was attempting to create treat women 
equally with men while, at the same time, respecting women’s differences 
from men. The women of Mujeres Libres did not always agree about what 
those differences or their sources were. But all insisted that women had to 
be accepted in their particularity: to be addressed in ways that acknowl- 
edged their different life situation—without necessarily assuming its per- 
manence—and that women must be allowed, in fact encouraged, to con- 
tribute their unique perspective to the movement and the new society. 

Their experiences parallel those of contemporary feminists in impor- 
tant ways, and offer suggestions for dealing with some of the more press- 
ing questions on the contemporary feminist agenda: (1) How do we 
acknowledge differences among people (whether differences between men 
and women or differences of class, ethnicity, and culture among women) 
without precluding the possibility of change? (2) Once those differences 
are acknowledged and named, what “difference” should they make? How 
ought they be incorporated organizationally? What could it mean for us to 
create a society that recognizes diverse groups of people with diverse 
needs without treating the perspectives and characteristics of some as the 
norm for all? 


Women's Difference, Different Politics? 


Prevailing definitions and expectations of what constitute legitimate 
political issues and forms of political behavior have important implications 
for our understandings of politics, for what we recognize as political 
activism or protest, and for the creation of policies and programs. In the 
political realm, the claim that women are fundamentally different from 
men has been used both to justify women’s relative marginality from polit- 
ical and social power and to blame women for it.'* Unions and political 
parties have set their agendas according to male-defined criteria, ignored 
issues of primary concern to women (such as maternity leave, equal pay 
for equal work, child care), and devoted little attention to mobilizing 
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women into their ranks. In addition, they have tended to ignore, ridicule, 
or deny the political significance of protest actions women did undertake, 
whether on their own or others’ behalf. As a result, women have rarely seen 
themselves, or been seen by others, as “political animals” capable of 
engaging in joint action to address issues of common concern." 

The experience of women within the Spanish anarchist and anarcho- 
syndicalist movements has illustrated some of the ways in which these 
understandings of difference constrained women’s activism within the 
movement. A burgeoning literature on women in social protest move- 
ments, particularly in socialist organizations, makes clear that the frustra- 
tions Spanish anarchist women experienced were hardly unique. 

In western Europe and the United States, political parties and work- 
place-based unions have been the dominant normative structures of social 
and political participation. But with a few notable exceptions, each of these 
types of organization has appealed overwhelmingly to men. Denied the 
right to vote through the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth on 
the grounds that it would “defeminize” them, women were largely ignored 
by political party organizations, except when these organizations were 
pressured on the question of suffrage."° Although women were joining the 
paid industrial work force in increasing numbers during the early years of 
the twentieth century, only rarely did unions actively mobilize women as 
members or make women’s issues their priority demands in negotiations 
with management. Prevailing gender ideology constructed work as a male 
responsibility and treated any women who did engage in paid work as, 
somehow, anomalies. With the exception of unions inspired by traditions 
of direct action (for example, the Wobblies in the United States, in addition 
to the CNT in Spain), women seemed largely to disappear from the con- 
sciousness of both party and union.'’ In Spain, for example, during the 
early years of this century, only the Catholic church and related organiza- 
tions took the plight of women workers seriously enough to mount sub- 
stantial organizing drives. 

Socialism and feminism arose in western Europe more or less simul- 
taneously, sparked by related economic and cultural phenomena—the 
promises of freedom and universal citizenship offered by the French 
Revolution and the promises of abundance and economic growth offered 
by the Industrial Revolution. Both socialism and feminism highlighted the 
contradictions of these revolutions and of the democratic political regimes 
that struggled into being during the course of the nineteenth century. 
Socialists challenged the protection of private property built into demo- 
cratic constitutions and the mockery it made of any process of universal 


suffrage. Feminists, too, focused on the contradiction between theory and 
practice: “The Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen did not exclude 
women from social and political spheres; it did what was far worse: it 
established their absence.”’!® In such a context, feminists and socialists 
might have turned to one another as allies, both struggling against limited 
notions of citizenship that, in not recognizing differences (whether of class 
or of sex), masked and perpetuated relations of domination and subordina- 
tion. 

In fact, European socialists and feminists did make common cause on 
many occasions. But as Barbara Taylor noted in Eve and the New 
Jerusalem, the “sex equality radicalism” that characterized British utopian 
socialism in the early nineteenth century was lost with the development of 
Marxist, scientific socialism, which forefronted class as the central cate- 
gory of analysis. “Organized feminism was increasingly viewed not as an 
essential component of the socialist struggle, but as a disunifying diver- 
sionary force with no inherent connection to the socialist tradition.”’” 
Socialism lost its feminist component; mainstream feminism lost its con- 
cern with class and “collectivity,” providing the backdrop to the equal 
rights, liberal individualist feminism that is the dominant contemporary 
variety, at least in the United States.”” The British experience was far from 
unique. In France, Italy, the United States, and even in the USSR, as well 
as in Spain, left-wing opposition groups were no less affected than were 
mainstream parties by the bifurcation of sex—and class—based critiques 
and by polarized understandings of women’s differences from men. 
Women in European socialist movements were repeatedly forced to choose 
between socialism (posed as loyalty to the working class) and feminism 
(cross-class loyalty to women). 

Socialist women throughout Europe challenged this polarization and 
attempted to create a socialist feminism that recognized women’s speci- 
ficity within the working class. They called on socialist movements to rec- 
ognize women with their gender differences. But they were largely unsuc- 
cessful.”' Forced to choose between loyalties, most of these women, whose 
political identities were rooted in socialist organizations and who certain- 
ly had little sympathy for bourgeois feminists, felt they had no option but 
to “choose socialism,” effectively abandoning their efforts to appeal to 
women workers in their particularity. Constructions of women’s difference 
and gendered understandings of politics and protest combined to assure 
that both parties and union movements, even those committed to radical 
social transformation, accepted gendered definitions of what was an appro- 
priate issue and of how people ought to be mobilized around it. Dominant 
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understandings of “women’s difference” either denied the significance of 
any differences between men and women—and therefore of the need to 
make a special appeal to working woman—or else defined women so com- 
pletely in terms of their difference from men that there seemed to be no 
place for them within party or union organizations. The pattern of “forced 
choice,” in fact, continues to our own day. Yasmine Ergas has noted in her 
discussion of women in the Italian Left in the post-World War II decades, 
for example, that women confronted a “bipolar process of validation 
[between the mutually exclusive categories of ‘woman as mother’ or 
‘woman as worker’ J, based on the alternative between specificity and mar- 
ginality on one side, and integration and assimilation on the other.” 

While the approaches may have differed, the consequences were sim- 
ilar. Women were thoroughly underrepresented in organized socialist 
movements in western Europe in the early years of this century, and those 
women who were present fought a losing battle for attention to their needs 
as women. Although socialist parties and organizations recognized that 
prevailing understandings of politics were biased against the working 
class, they were unable to recognize the social construction of their own 
views about women. Women’s “otherness” was as encoded into the pro- 
grams of socialist oppositional groups as it was into the policies of the cap- 
italist regimes they opposed. 

As I noted earlier, a parallel set of blinders affected many feminist 
movements. With the exception of working-class suffragists in England, 
for example, virtually all feminist organizing effectively ignored the class 
dimension to their critique of “male hierarchy.” It was, of course, for this 
reason that Mujeres Libres refused to identify itself as “feminist.” 

1t women are marginalized in mainstream politics, there is also a fur- 
ther sense in which gender differences are inscribed in prevailing defini- 
tions of “the political.” Both revolutionary activists and scholars of social 
movements often fail to recognize women’s activism when it does not fol- 
low conventional lines. And women’s activism often does not. Women are 
much less likely than men to take on leadership roles in union movements, 
for example, especially when the work force is a mixed (male-female) one. 
Women’s activism tends to focus, more than does men’s, on quality of life 
issues, which may be centered in communities rather than in workplaces or 
which cross the boundaries between home, workplace, and community. 
Most dramatically, women’s activism often takes forms that, by conven- 
tional standards, appear as “spontaneous,” “unplanned,” or “disorgan- 
ized.”* 
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In effect, the social construction of gender differences creates different 
contexts for women’s organization and protest activities. As Frances Fox 
Piven and Richard Cloward noted, people protest those institutions in those 
contexts and with those means to which they have access.” To the extent 
that the sexual division of labor and other institutional forms of oppression 
structure women’s lives differently from men’s, the contexts in which they 
experience and resist oppression must necessarily be different. Even 
unionized women may not have the full support of unions for the speci- 
ficity of their situations as women. The expectation that they bear prime 
responsibility for household maintenance and for child care, for example, 
may render it impossible for them to participate fully in union meetings. 

It should not be at all surprising, then, to find that the contexts and 
forms of women’s resistance often differ quite markedly from those of 
most men. They often depend less on work-related or formally structured 
organizations and more on local networks of friends, family, associates, or 
co-workers. Much more so than men’s, women’s protests tend to be of the 
direct action sort, functioning as much to mobilize and raise the con- 
sciousness of participants as to influence those in power. The experience of 
participating in protest actions in those arenas of life formerly marked out 
as “private” or “personal” can have a major radicalizing effect. While 
according to Marxist theory, men are most likely to come to a conscious- 
ness of class in workplace-based organizations such as unions, the sources 
of changing consciousness for women may be quite different. As Myrna 
Brietbart and I have argued, “neighborhoods, like workplaces, are neither 
all-encompassing footholds of domination nor the loci of revolution...but 
they may contain the possibility for emancipatory struggle.” 

Formally structured organizations, particularly those constructed along 
hierarchical lines such as union organizations and political parties, are 
defined as political. More loosely structured and non-hierarchically organ- 
ized “‘spontaneous” forms of protest such as food riots, rent strikes, peace 
demonstrations, and public shaming—the predominant forms that much 
female activism has taken—are often dismissed as nonpolitical. 
Paradoxically, as Jacquelyn Dowd Hall and Nancy Hewitt have reported of 
women workers’ resistance activities in the early part of this century in 
North Carolina and in Florida, the more effective the women’s protests 
became, the more they were labeled “disorderly” and their characters and 
actions devalued. This labeling seems to have been the consequence of a 
number of factors. First, it suggests a denial of the legitimacy of organiza- 
tions structured differently from the norm: the truly political is the formal- 
ly structured; temporary organization is not deserving of that title. Second, 
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it may also reflect an attempt to undermine and devalue those activities by 
women that challenge male dominance.’’ 

One way this latter process is effected is through the use of sexuality 
to label and undercut the activities of women protesters. On the one hand, 
those women who claim the same prerogatives to sexual freedom that men 
enjoy are often made the butt of ridicule designed to negate the seriousness 
of their activism. But even those who do not make sexual freedom a focus 
of their protest often find themselves defined by their sexuality. Thus, both 
Nancy Hewitt and Jacquelyn Hall have noted that radical women labor 
union activists and organizers in the southern United States met frequent- 
ly with sexual innuendos and slurs, not only from representatives of man- 
agement, but even from male unionists who apparently resented their inde- 
pendence and autonomy. Such labeling recalls the ways in which members 
of Mujeres Libres were taunted with the epithet “Mujeres Liebres.” 

In such cases, gender again becomes a constitutive element of what is 
defined as political. Women, as women, cannot be political beings. But this 
splitting of sexuality from activism or, more properly, from personhood is 
not required of men. In fact, to the contrary, male political activists tend to 
be described, and to describe themselves, in language that emphasizes their 
maleness as a component of their “politicalness.” Of course, not all men 
are allowed the free expression of their sexuality, either. A focus on sexu- 
ality has been used in the United States to control black men as well as all 
women. 

These patterns of gender differentiation may help to explain some of 
what has happened to women in traditional mixed-sex organizations. The 
Spanish case illustrates this point. The forms of activism most common to 
women—through which many of them came to consciousness and became 
active in more traditional unions or protest organizations—were devalued 
by the male members of those organizations. For example, although “qual- 
ity of life” strikes mobilized many thousands of women in the first two 
decades of this century and many anarchist men recognized that women’s 
protests had accomplished much that traditional union activity had not 
been able to achieve, the CNT did not change its sense of the form that 
organization ought to take or of how to mobilize women. The vast majori- 
ty of the women who participated in those strikes were never fully incor- 
porated into the anarchist movement because the movement was unable to 
acknowledge difference, either in forms of participation or in its definitions 
of activism. 

On the other hand, even when women did join unions and other move- 
ment organizations (such as the FIJL, ateneos, and the FAI), many were 
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drawn in by the more nontraditional structures, especially ateneos and 
youth groups. But once they were in the mainstream organizations such as 
unions, the agendas of those organizations rarely changed to accommodate 
them. If Teresina Torrelles Graells was able to report that her textile work- 
ers’ union advocated equal pay for equal work and maternity leave for 
women workers as early as 1931, her case was exceptional—an exception 
she attributed to the strength of the women’s group in the union. Very few 
unions adopted the call for equal pay or concerned themselves with mater- 
nity leave or child care—concerns which were, of necessity, primary to 
many women workers. 

Although the movement’s commitment to a politics of direct action 
provided for the possibility that its practices would address the specificity 
of women’s lives, movement organizations rarely took that step. Instead, 
their agendas relegated issues of concern to women to a secondary (or ter- 
tiary) status, treating them as special interests, rather than as issues that 
affected all workers. In such a context, it is hardly surprising that women 
did not join these movements in equal proportion to men or that they were 
only minimally active when they did join. The pattern in Spain up until the 
time of the Civil War was barely different from that found in most work- 
ing-class organizations in western Europe or the United States. 


Mujeres Libres and the Politics of Women’s Difference 


Mujeres Libres attempted to address this marginalization of women 
and of women’s concerns through its insistence on a separate and 
autonomous status. Independence allowed the women of Mujeres Libres to 
define their own agenda for organizing and capacitaci6n and to retain their 
focus despite the demands of the war situation. Having created an inde- 
pendent base for themselves, they could reject the bipolar analysis that 
destroyed the visions of so many socialist women, who were forced to 
choose between class and gender. Instead, they were able to forge an analy- 
sis and a program that spoke to the needs and aspirations of working-class 
women in their particularity. That is not to say that the realities of war and 
of inter-organizational competition with AMA and other Communist-affil- 
iated organizations did not affect Mujeres Libres’ programs. We have 
already seen that they did. But organizational autonomy, so precious to 
Mujeres Libres’ members and so threatening to the mainstream organiza- 
tions, partially shielded Mujeres Libres from the control that male-domi- 
nated movement organizations attempted to exercise over it. 
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Still, Mujeres Libres paid a price for its autonomy. It never had the 
funds or the organizational support that its leaders desired. Further, 
although most of the leadership of Mujeres Libres continued to be active 
in other organizations of the libertarian movement, their influence was rel- 
atively limited. As long as Mujeres Libres was denied organizational 
access to ongoing discussions and policy debates (a limitation it attempted 
to overcome through its claim for autonomous incorporation into the 
movement in October 1938), the libertarian movement never fully incor- 
porated women or issues of concern to women into its agenda. In fact, the 
FIJL’s decision to create a Women’s Bureau illustrates the widespread per- 
ception that women were not adequately engaged in the movement as a 
whole. As it was, independent women’s voices were marginalized. 
Autonomy allowed Mujeres Libres to continue its work with women virtu- 
ally unconstrained except financially, but it did not necessarily help the 
organization to make its case effectively with men. 

Mujeres Libres’ claim to organizational autonomy was based both on 
its understanding of the gender dynamics of intraorganizational relations 
and on its views of women’s “difference” from men. In its argument that 
women were triply oppressed by ignorance, by capitalism, and as women, 
we can find an attempt to articulate a perspective on the workings of insti- 
tutional oppression. Mujeres Libres drew from its analysis the lesson that 
these forms of institutional oppression were problems not just for women, 
but for all workers. Consequently, overcoming the subordination of 
women—whether in the home, at the workplace, or in the larger culture— 
was essential to the well-being of all workers, men as well as women. 
Therefore, Mujeres Libres argued, the appropriate response of working- 
class organizations (e.g., the CNT and FAI) to differences between men 
and women based in institutional oppression was to struggle to eliminate 
them. 

Nevertheless, many of Mujeres Libres’ writings and programs seemed 
to assume that at least some of the differences between men and women 
were not based solely in oppression. These differences also represented 
values that ought to be retained in the new society. A number of articles in 
Mujeres Libres, for example, seem almost to foreshadow Carol Gilligan’s 
call for listening to that “different voice” often associated with women. We 
read in an editorial celebrating the founding of the National Federation of 
Mujeres Libres in August 1937: 


In identifying its goals with the CNT and the FAI, [Mujeres Libres] has 
gathered the most genuinely Spanish and the most authentically revolu- 
tionary and enriched it with the best of its own specifically feminine char- 
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acteristics. Mujeres Libres desires that the new social structure not be 
afflicted by that same unilateral quality that has been the undoing of the 
world to date. Mujeres Libres desires that in the new Society, the two 
angles of vision—masculine and feminine—will converge—that they 
will provide the equilibrium necessary on which to pour the foundations 
of the new justice. There cannot be a just society unless masculine and 
feminine are present in equal proportions.” 


Here, the writer seemed to be discussing the incorporation of a special 
perspective that women bring to political/social life. Another article in the 
same issue, which addressed problems of food distribution in the republi- 
can zone, made the case even more explicitly: 


The bars and restaurants of the rich and propertied must be controlled by 
workingmen [obreros] or, better, by workingwomen [obreras] because it 
is women and mothers who know what it is not to have milk for a weak 
or sick child, meat for a husband tired out from hard work in war indus- 
tries...Control of food must be in the hands of community women.” 


Such arguments can easily slide into, or reinforce, assumptions about 
some “eternal female” characteristics. Mujeres Libres was not completely 
immune to such constructions, despite the anarchist insistence on the 
social construction of personality and of sexuality. Many articles in the 
journal seemed to presume the existence of some timeless notion of “fem- 
ininity,” omitting any reference to its social construction. Others focused 
on the particular hardships women faced as mothers, and took it for grant- 
ed that women would be the ones most affected by what happened to their 
children. 

As an organization, Mujeres Libres did not articulate a definitive posi- 
tion about the differences between men and women, what their sources 
were, or which of them ought to be retained and revalued in the revolu- 
tionary society. At times, Mujeres Libres seemed to agree with Emma 
Goldman and Federica Montseny, who had ridiculed feminist claims that 
women were morally superior to men. Given the opportunity to exercise 
power over others, Goldman and Montseny had insisted, women would be 
just as likely as men to abuse it. Their writings, and those of Lucia Sanchez 
Saornil and Amparo Poch, implied that any existing differences in attitude 
or perspective between men and women were rooted in societal oppression 
and would disappear in a more egalitarian society. 

More commonly, however, Mujeres Libres seemed to assume that 
women were somehow different from men, that those differences had not 
found full articulation in the existing oppressive society, and that a fully 
egalitarian anarchist society would incorporate the female along with the 
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male. Although Mujeres Libres did not develop an analysis of these differ- 
ences comparable to that which has since been articulated by contempo- 
rary feminist “difference theorists,”” the group attempted both to revalue 
those differences and to develop a strategy for incorporating them into a 
newly organized society. Whatever the source of women’s higher levels of 
concern for children and for morality in the social-political arena, they 
argued, that perspective was valuable. The anarcho-syndicalist movement 
could only be enriched by incorporating it. 

Mujeres Libres demanded of its members that they see themselves as 
fully capable social beings and act accordingly. Its programs of education, 
consciousness-raising, and apprenticeship provided opportunities for 
women to educate themselves and to develop skills in organizing, public 
speaking, and building self-esteem—skills they would need to act effec- 
tively in mixed-sex organizations. Female solidarity as a context for chang- 
ing consciousness was essential to the capacitaci6n for which they aimed. 
The separation Mujeres Libres insisted on was strategic and temporary— 
necessary only until sufficient numbers of women had developed the req- 
uisite skills and self-confidence that they could then rely on their numbers 
and the force of their arguments and personalities to influence the main- 
stream organizations from within. Until then, Mujeres Libres would stand 
as a kind of direct-action reminder of the significance of gender to the 
movement. 


From “Difference” to “Diversity” 


‘This review of Mujeres Libres’ analysis and experience returns us to an 
earlier question: What difference should differences make? Neither 
Mujeres Libres nor contemporary feminist theorists have articulated a 
methodology for distinguishing between those differences which are tem- 
porary, socially constructed manifestations of women’s social and political 
subordination and those particularities which, although they might now be 
rooted in relations of domination, are worth valuing and retaining in a 
future society, either as special characteristics of women or as characteris- 
tics of both men and women. The early feminist tendency to deny the sig- 
nificance of differences has, in fact, been replaced more recently by a 
countertendency to emphasize them, although feminists have never agreed 
on what those differences might be. 

A number of significant common themes emerge from contemporary 
feminist efforts to deal with differences. Feminists inspired by the work of 
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Michel Foucault and literary deconstructionists have focused on patterns 
of cultural dominance and subordination, as well as the resistance 
expressed in “submerged discourses.” They suggest that we need to attend 
not only to differences between women and men, but also to different ori- 
entations to life and politics that are captured under the rubric of gender 
and then ascribed differentially to women and men.*! Others focus on the 
particular life and social circumstances of women (or members of the 
working class) that generate different orientations to politics and social 
life.** Still others have adopted methodologies focusing on the develop- 
ment (or blocks to development) of subnational collective or communal 
identities, which may generate cultural and political perspectives different 
from the dominant norm.** 

While the variations among these groups are significant, we can see 
them contributing to the development of an emerging perspective on dif- 
ference. Such a perspective rejects the notion of woman (or person of 
color, or worker) as “other,” insisting that we must de-center the dominant 
definitions, understandings, and institutions and make room to claim and 
validate a variety of perspectives. It insists on locating women within col- 
lectivities, while recognizing that many, if not most, women are located 
within a variety of collectivities, not just one. It therefore refuses the 
choice so many political women have had to confront between solidarity 
with other women and solidarity with their class or racial-ethnic group. At 
the same time it affirms the multilayered character of women’s (and of all 
people’s) identities. It would replace a politics of difference, in which all 
are defined relative to one norm, with a politics of diversity, which recog- 
nizes and validates distinct ways of being without ranking them according 
to some hierarchically defined norm.** Those in Mujeres Libres who 
affirmed the importance of a “women’s perspective” in the anarchist 
movement, and those of our own day who insist on hearing women’s “dif- 
ferent voices,” all urge women to value their particular strengths. At the 
same time, they insist that society as a whole would be better off if many 
of those characteristics were more widely shared. 

We must challenge the hierarchical ranking of the dominant value sys- 
tem and begin to conceptualize a society (or movement) in terms of diver- 
sity, rather than of differences from one particular norm (however it may 
present itself as “universal’”). Such a perspective underlies the calls by 
Andre Lorde, Adrienne Rich, Marilyn Frye, and others for feminists to 
confront racism, heterosexism, and class oppression within the women’s 
movement and within the society at large.*° It is also one way to understand 
what Mujeres Libres was attempting in its insistence on a separate status. 
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One approach to de-centering the male-defined norms of the anarchist and 
anarcho-syndicalist movements, they seemed to be arguing, was to incor- 
porate into that movement another organization with a different set of val- 
ued characteristics. 

Mujeres Libres’ very existence, then, was a form of direct action. The 
incorporation of Mujeres Libres into the libertarian movement as a fully 
equal organizational partner would have challenged the normativeness of 
male-defined visions, not only of women and their capabilities, but also of 
the range of human nature and, more generally, of the possibilities of a 
truly egalitarian society. 


Toward a New Conception of Politics 


What lessons can we draw from Mujeres Libres that might contribute to 
contemporary feminist and participatory democratic politics in the United 
States? Although Mujeres Libres’ explicit focus vis-a-vis other leftist 
movements was gender, its experience offers us the model of an independ- 
ent, but nonseparatist, strategy for dealing with diversity. 

Specifically, beyond a focus on empowerment and on the incorporation 
of differences, the history of Mujeres Libres points to the importance of a 
community of orientation in the process of consciousness-change. 
Feminists and socialists, as well as anarchists, have argued that truly mean- 
ingful political participation can take place only within a more or less egal- 
itarian, mutually respectful political community. But the question remains, 
What kind of community meets those criteria? Mujeres Libres identified 
itself not with other women’s organizations, but with the libertarian move- 
ment. 

Feminists, workers, and people of color have argued repeatedly in the 
contemporary context that we need subcommunities of people like our- 
selves in order to feel validated and valuable in our specificity.*° Mujeres 
Libres insisted that however important and necessary those subcommuni- 
ties might be, they are, in the end, insufficient and partial. No one group by 
itself can provide the sole basis for a movement to transform society. A 
movement must incorporate many such collectivities under a larger 
umbrella that respects the differences among them, values the particular 
contributions each group has to offer to the whole, and can take advantage 
of the power that comes from united action. Concepts of difference and 
diversity can provide us with new ways of thinking about the constitution 
of empowering communities. I will end by focusing on two related aspects 


of Mujeres Libres’ legacy: the challenge to the gendered and class-biased 
construction of “the political” and the beginnings of a conceptualization of 
a politics of diversity. 

Critics of liberal democratic politics point to the class bias built into 
the structure and very conceptualization of politics. As E. E. Schatt- 
schneider once put it, “The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heaven- 
ly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.”*’ Poor and working-class 
people are disproportionately underrepresented among those who partici- 
pate in politics, and they are fundamentally disadvantaged in the outcomes. 
As generations of critics have noted, the “rules of the game” of liberal 
democracy—the emphasis on isolated individuals with independently con- 
structed interest profiles—benefit those already in power and prevent oth- 
ers from recognizing their differing needs, let alone articulating and strug- 
gling for them in the political arena.** Politics, as both Marxists and anar- 
chists insist, is not simply about the distribution of positions in a “political 
opportunity structure.” It is about the structuring of power in the society as 
a whole. Thus Marxists and, more especially, anarchists have insisted on 
the practice of widespread popular participation in a variety of forums. 
Marxists focused primarily on unions and workers’ parties; Spanish anar- 
chists added cultural struggle and community-based organizing. Much cur- 
rent protest politics in the United States, beginning with the civil rights and 
antiwar movements of the 1950s and 1960s and including education, ten- 
ant organizing, ecological, and antinuclear protests, has been based on 
nonunion organizational forms: neighborhood or community groups, 
racial-ethnic cultural communities, and coalitions formed around shared 
political/social concerns. 

Feminists have added another dimension to this critique of liberal dem- 
ocratic politics, pointing out that our conceptions (and practices) of poli- 
tics have gender as well as class encoded into them. When “the political” 
is defined as those matters which take place in some public sphere, 
allegedly separate from (and superior to) the private or domestic sphere, 
the concerns of many women and men are defined as outside of politics; 
the political nature of their activities is denied or made invisible. Carole 
Pateman has noted in The Sexual Contract, for example, that the subordi- 
nation of women was not problematized in liberal political theory. Since, 
she argues, the assumption of these theories is that women are related to 
society through men, women’s exclusion from the social contract has bare- 
ly been noticed. Her claim, I believe, is related to my earlier one that when 
women are seen totally in terms of their “specificity,” the actual concerns 
of real women are often neglected. Entire dimensions of human concern 
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and collective action are thus devalued, and the community as a whole is 
diminished.” 

In highlighting the collective nature of the oppression that both men 
and women experienced as members of the working class, Mujeres Libres 
insisted that liberation from oppression required collective action and 
could only be evaluated according to collective norms: success could not 
be defined as individual women making it in the political or corporate 
world. Hierarchical structures had to be abolished, and women had to be 
involved both in that process and in the creation of the new society. Issues 
of class and gender must be addressed simultaneously. 

Many feminists (both in Spain and elsewhere in Europe and in the 
United States) share an aspect of that insight, arguing that women are 
oppressed as a group and can redress their grievances only through collec- 
tive action. The class component of the analysis, however, has all too often 
been neglected. This neglect resulted in feminism becoming identified 
with the efforts of women to achieve favored positions in existing hierar- 
chical institutions and organizations. There have been exceptions, of 
course—working-class women’s suffrage organizations in Great Britain, 
efforts to organize socialist feminist groups in France, “material feminists” 
in the United States who attempted to assert control over the so-called 
domestic sphere. But many of these were ultimately unable to sustain the 
joint focus on gender and class issues. As Dolores Hayden argues with 
respect to material feminists in the United States, for example, many of the 
collective strategies the women proposed to address the isolation and dis- 
crimination they experienced as women were open only to other middle- 
class women like themselves. They ignored the extent to which their pro- 
grams relied on the continued exploitation of working-class women.** Over 
time, feminism came to be identified with the goal of access to, rather than 
fundamental restructuring of, existing hierarchies of privilege. 

In the contemporary United States, protest groups have argued that 
prevailing conceptions of politics are biased not only along class and gen- 
der lines but also along lines of racial-ethnic identity, sexual orientation, 
physical ability, etc. The “universal citizen” of liberal democratic theory is 
not only an upper-class male, but also a white, able-bodied, heterosexual 
family head.*’ In treating all people as mere bearers of interests, liberal 
democratic individualism masks structures of power and, in particular, 
relations of domination and subordination that affect people (and structure 
their “interests’’) as members of subnational collectivities. 

At the same time, the individualist paradigm provides little or no place 
for the conscious articulation of interests and perspectives deriving from 
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differing cultural, ethnic, religious, or gender backgrounds. That paradigm 
treats these either as generating different “interests” around which individ- 
uals may gather or, more commonly, as occasions for oppression or dis- 
crimination, on the basis of which members of particular groups are denied 
equal access to social goods. But being a part of a collectivity is not sim- 
ply a matter of experiencing oppression as a member of that collectivity. 
To say that blacks, women, gays, Jews, Muslims, or the disabled are dis- 
criminated against (or disadvantaged) in a system that takes the normative 
citizen to be a white, Christian, heterosexual, able-bodied male should not 
deny that there are positive characteristics and values that members of 
those groups have developed—even if they have developed them partly in 
response to their oppression. Liberal individualism would “wash out” all 
those differences in the name of universal citizenship. Marxist socialism 
would wash out all but those based on class in the name of the workers’ 
revolution. Similarly, some radical feminists would wash out all but those 
based on gender, in the name of “sisterhood.” But those who are now find- 
ing strength in their identities as members of one or more of these collec- 
tivities are rightly unwilling to abandon them as the price of fully inclusive 
citizenship. 

The challenge is to develop a conception of politics and political life 
that moves beyond both individualism and a narrow class or gender analy- 
sis. Such a reconceptualization must recognize people not as bearers of 
interests, but as participants in a variety of communities that contribute 
important components to their identity. When French socialist women 
were forced to choose between “women” and “the working class,” their 
own identity as working-class women disappeared. Similarly, when black 
or Jewish women in the United States are forced (whether by members of 
their ethnic-cultural group or by other women) to choose between a loyal- 
ty to other women or a loyalty to their ethnic-cultural group, their own 
identities are denied. It is not surprising in this context that many working- 
class or ethnic minority women in the United States are wary of “the fem- 
inist movement,” even though they may express support for many feminist 
goals. Individualist appeals deny or demean the bonds that working-class 
or ethnic minority people feel toward one another. It appears that the prom- 
ise of individual achievement and fulfillment is to be won at the cost of 
abandoning group identity and solidarity.** At the same time, these appeals 
divide working-class women (whether white or of color) from middle- 
class white women by denying the separate reality of each situation. 

No one should be forced to choose among aspects of her or his identi- 
ty as the price for political or communal belonging. We are each whole 
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beings, capable of multiple commitments to a variety of collectivities. 
Those commitments enrich our lives and empower us. Although, as in the 
case of Mujeres Libres, they are often labeled “divisive,” they need not be 
so. In fact, multiple commitments are divisive only in the context of com- 
munities that make claims to exclusive loyalty. If we can move away from 
prevailing hierarchical patterns, in which one sort of commitment is con- 
ceived as primary or superior, and acknowledge that each of us has a vari- 
ety of commitments of different intensities to different groups—the impor- 
tance of which may change over time—then we can begin to create com- 
munities that recognize those commitments and do not make exclusive 
claims on our loyalties. Perhaps we can then claim for ourselves the lega- 
cy Mujeres Libres struggled so hard to create. 


We took the first steps...toward emancipation, first steps that have been 
taken up by women’s liberation movements of today. They were first 
steps; we couldn’t take the “giant steps,” because of the war and the exile, 
which cut our struggle short...Now, the world has changed...Our chil- 
dren have to be the pacesetters for the future. But our memories, such 
beautiful memories, of that struggle so hard and so pure...Is it possible 
that it has been of some use?” 


LESSONS FROM THE FREE WOMEN OF SPAIN 


An Interview with Martha Ackelsberg 
by Geert Dhonat via Email, April 8-9, 2004 


Geert Dhondt is a Ph.D. Candidate in Economics at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, where he also teaches for the Social Thought 
and Political Economy Program. He is a Staff Economist with the 
Center for Popular Economics. He is a member of the Up The Ante! 
Collective—a local of Bring the Ruckus—and has been particularly 
active in its anti- prison, anti-police and counter recruitment work. This 
interview first appeared in Up The Ante!: Anarchist News and 
Commentary from the Pioneer Valley. 


Up the Ante!: Who were the Free Women of Spain? 

M. Ackelsberg: Mujeres Libres was the name of an organization, founded 
officially in the summer of 1937, although it had its beginnings in various 
towns and cities around Spain as early as 1934. The women who founded 
it were, for the most part, members of one or another of the anarchist-affil- 
iated organizations then active in Spain (the CNT, Confederaci6n Nacional 
del Trabajo, the anarcho-syndicalist trade union confederation; the FIJL, 
Federacion Ibérica de Juventudes Libertarias, the anarchist youth organi- 
zation; or the FAI, Federacio6n Anarquista Ibérica). While the women were 
committed to the ideals of these organizations—including their expressed 
commitment to the goal of gender equality—they believed that women 
were not taken sufficiently seriously by many of the male members of 
these organizations. They (those who were to found Mujeres Libres) 
believed that if a social revolution were, in fact, to be successful, women 
would have to be involved in it along with men; which meant that women 
would need to be part of the organizations “preparing” people to partici- 
pate in the revolution. To the degree that the mainstream anarchist organi- 
zations were largely ignoring potential women members, they were under- 
mining their own goals. Thus, the women decided to establish a new organ- 
ization that would work alongside the others, but would be devoted explic- 
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itly to overcoming what they referred to as the “triple enslavement of 
women’’—as workers, as women, and to ignorance. 


What made you write a book on this group? 

I discovered Mujeres Libres, initially, through an article that Temma 
Kaplan had written in the early 1970’s and was fascinated by them. A few 
years later, when I was in Spain, conducting research on anarchist collec- 
tivizations during the time of the Spanish Civil War, I met some people 
who had been peripherally involved in the organization, who told me that 
some of the major participants were still alive. I embarked on a kind of 
extended “treasure hunt” to find them; and, the more I found and talked 
with them, the more moved and inspired I was by their stories of what they 
had been through, what they had struggled for, and what they had achieved. 
I felt as though they had given me a gift by telling me their stories, and that 
I owed it to them—and to contemporary political activists, especially fem- 
inists—to tell that story to a broader audience. 


How was Mujeres Libres engendered by the civil war, the social 
revolution and the anarchist movement? 

The initial stages of the formation of Mujeres Libres began consider- 
ably before the Civil War (which started in July of 1936)—at least as early 
as 1934. But Mujeres Libres was sparked by the participation of its initia- 
tors in various anarchist movement organizations—and their dissatisfac- 
tion with the nature of that participation. Lucia Sanchez Saornil, for exam- 
ple, wrote a series of columns on “the women’s problem” in movement 
organizations that ran in Solidaridad Obvrera im Uic fiat iiunins of 1955. 
Those columns (and the exchange that followed with Mariano Vazquez, a 
leader of the CNT) helped publicize their concerns, and led to the begin- 
nings of a network of like-minded women. By early 1936, small groups 
had formed in a variety of cities and towns around Spain, and the first issue 
of a journal, Mujeres Libres, edited entirely by women, hit the newsstands. 

Nevertheless, the outbreak of the Civil War in July 1936 certainly 
made Mujeres Libres’ project all the more critical. As more and more men 
left their homes and workplaces to fight the fascist rebels, women were 
increasingly called upon to take their places. Mujeres Libres saw that as an 
opportunity: they wanted to educate (in the broadest possible sense) 
women so that they could take the places of men who had left, but also so 
that they could recognize that as a first step toward a more equal place in 
the society in the longer term. Once the social revolution was underway, 
Mujeres Libres’ programs of literacy, job training, child-care, health infor- 
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mation and the like could easily be seen as part of the larger social revolu- 
tionary project. 


How did they challenge the social revolution and the anarchist 
movement? 

In a sense, they did not challenge it at all—except to call for the move- 
ment to live up to its stated beliefs about the equality of all people. As I 
mentioned before, although the movement had been committed to equali- 
ty between women and men as one of its goals, rarely did individual anar- 
chist men, or most movement organizations, treat women as fully equal 
partners. Most of the women I interviewed said that both men and boys 
expected the women to do the cooking and the cleaning, to “be there” to 
meet their needs, but not necessarily to be fully equal partners in planning 
activities. Thus, Mujeres Libres saw itself as needing to empower individ- 
ual women to stand up for themselves, and to empower groups of women 
to help one another to make a difference in their workplaces, communities, 
labor organizations, etc. 

Nevertheless, although the women of Mujeres Libres saw themselves 
as working completely in partnership with the other movement organiza- 
tions—and most of its militants continued their activism in whatever other 
organizations—-CNT or FlJL—they belonged to, many of the men and the 
organizations experienced them as challenging. Some claimed that 
Mujeres Libres was being divisive, and sidetracking the movement from its 
most immediate goals of social revolution and winning the war. 


What kind of strategy did these revolutionary women have to 
accomplish their goals? 

They had what we might call a “two-pronged” strategy of achieving 
women’s emancipation through “capacitacién” (loosely translated as 
“empowerment,” or “coming to a sense of one’s capacities”) and 
“captaci6n” (mobilizing women to join/participate in movement organiza- 
tions). The programs of capacitacién were the center of their program. 
These included literacy classes at all levels, since they believed that the 
inability to read prevents people from being actively engaged in their soci- 
eties, and that learning to read is a profoundly empowering process. In 
addition, they developed programs of support for women who were work- 
ing in factories, meeting with them in groups to help them become accus- 
tomed to hearing their own voices in public, so that they would be able to 
participate more effectively in union meetings. They had programs on 
maternal and child health and on child-care, as well as programs and class- 
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es about women’s biology and sexuality (since virtually all education had 
been controlled by the Catholic Church, ignorance about women’s biology 
and sexuality was rampant). Together with union organizations, they devel- 
oped job-training and apprenticeship programs, to train women to move 
into the paid labor force. And they also developed a kind of “‘speaker’s 
bureau,” training women to become comfortable speaking in public about 
their ideas, so that speakers from Mujeres Libres would be available to par- 
ticipate along with representatives from the CNT, FAI, and FIJL in public- 
ity or propaganda “junkets” to villages in the countryside. And they also 
helped organize in factories and workplaces, to counter the effects of the 
Asociaci6n de Mujeres Antifascistas (a Communist-led organization) to 
mobilize women into party organizations. 


What kinds of contributions did they make to feminist theory 
and practice? 

This is a bit hard to summarize, since it is, really, the focus of much of 
the book! First of all, it’s important to acknowledge that they did not con- 
sider themselves “feminists.” For them, “feminists” meant largely middle- 
class or upper-class women who were fighting for equality with men with- 
in the same system of privileges, whereas, as anarchists, Mujeres Libres 
wanted to abolish all privileges—of class and religion, as well as of sex. 

Nevertheless, of course, I see (and saw) them as feminists, in that 
broader sense. I believe they provided us with important alternative mod- 
els of leadership, of organizational structure, of how to achieve autonomy 
within the context of a larger confederation of groups, and of how to strug- 
gle for equality even within the context of war and revolutian 


Why did these women organize autonomously? What was the 
reception by the anarchist movement? 

They organized autonomously because they came to believe (through 
their experiences in other movement organizations) that only by organiz- 
ing themselves, in their own organizations, could the women develop both 
the sense of self and the skills they would need to take themselves seri- 
ously, and to be taken seriously by others. If they continued to participate 
only in the existing, male-dominated, organizations, they would never 
learn how to lead meetings, speak up, take minutes, develop strategies, 
carry them out, plan activities, etc. They needed to be in a situation where 
there was no one other than themselves to do the work (and also, of course, 
not to be in a situation where they would be called on constantly to do 
“support” work). They saw this situation as temporary—it would no longer 
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be necessary once enough women had developed themselves, and once the 
men had come to recognize their capacities and achievements. 

While some men—and some local organizations—welcomed their 
ideas and activities, and even supported them monetarily, the national lead- 
ership and many individual men and groups were wary, if not dismissive. 
The male-dominated organizations could not understand Mujeres Libres’ 
insistence on the need for autonomy; most of them wanted Mujeres Libres 
to become either a “branch” of the FIJL or a subsidiary of the CNT. They 
were not willing for it to have an independent place as the fourth con- 
stituent organization of the broader anarchist movement (along with CNT, 
FIJL and FAI). 


How does anarchism relate to women’s emancipation? What 
role does or should anarchist theory have in the current feminist 
movement? 

This is another very big question that I can only begin to answer here. 
As I point out in the book, anarchists have had a variety of different per- 
spectives on women’s emancipation. Some (e.g. Proudhon and his follow- 
ers) believed, in brief, that women’s place was in the home and family, and 
that women’s role was as “helpmeet” to men. Others—e.g. Bakunin, 
Kropotkin, Emma Goldman, Isaac Puente—insisted that anarchism 
opposed all hierarchical power relations, including those of men over 
women. Thus, women and men had ultimately to be, and to act as, equals 
in all domains of life, which meant transforming workplaces, families, and 
communities. Beyond this, there was also a significant number of writers 
in Spain in the years before and during the Civil War who recognized 
important connections between sexual repression and women’s subordina- 
tion: they were advocating more openness about sex and sexual practices, 
for both men and women. This, too, was a profoundly important contribu- 
tion. Nevertheless, as more than one commentator (and most of the women 
of Mujeres Libres) pointed out, a commitment to equality in theory is very 
different from a commitment to equality in practice. 

In short, they believed (and I believe, as well) that anarchism provides 
important resources for women’s emancipation. It offers a perspective on 
the nature and process of social revolutionary transformation (e.g. the 
insistence that means must be consistent with ends, and that economic 
issues are critical, but not the only source of hierarchical power relations) 
that can be extremely valuable to/for women’s emancipation. But that is 
not to say that anarchist theorists—or activists—have always committed 
themselves to the goal of women’s emancipation. 
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As for the second part of the question, that’s a bit hard to answer. My 
own sense is that the women’s liberation movement of the late ‘60s and 
‘70s was, in fact, very anarchist, although it did not necessarily recognize 
itself as such, given the predominance of Marxist socialism within the Left 
at the time. Personally, I think feminists of that time would have done bet- 
ter to draw on anarchist theory than they did by attempting to draw on, and 
transform, socialist theory. Socialism focused on economic structures as 
the basis for all systems of oppression. Feminists recognized that, while 
economics were important, simply transforming from capitalism to social- 
ism would not necessarily bring about the emancipation of women. And 
they struggled to create a “socialist-feminism” that was a kind of “amend- 
ed” Marxism that would take these different structures of oppression into 
account. As I said in the book, I think anarchism was already there, and 
didn’t need to be “amended” in the same way, because anarchists had 
already recognized that we have to take account of multiple forms and 
dimensions of power. 

However, the situation now is quite different. I still think the anarchist 
message is a valuable and valid one; on the other hand, the really radi- 
cal/emancipatory strain of the women’s movement seems largely to have 
been lost. Too much of what passes for feminism now seems to be focused 
on getting women into positions of political or economic power; it has left 
aside the early feminist (and anarchist) critique of those structures of 
power, themselves. So, I guess maybe what I’m saying is that anarchist 
theory might help to remind feminists of what some of the most basic 
issues really are! 


How did they relate to their contemporary feminist movements? 
What about Emma Goldman? 

As I suggested above, they were not particularly interested in contem- 
porary feminist movements, which they considered to be too bourgeois, 
and focused only on reforming what they (the anarchists) took to be a pro- 
foundly corrupt political system, or gaining access for some women, while 
ignoring the deep problems of class. Federica Montseny, for example (who 
was not a member of Mujeres Libres, but did write for them occasionally) 
wrote a number of scathing articles about women’s suffrage that drew on 
Emma Goldman’s work. 

Emma Goldman was a supporter of Mujeres Libres, and an occasional 
contributor to the magazine. As an anarchist who was critical of the state, 
and of voting, etc., her views were much more in line with those of 
Mujeres Libres than were the views of most of her feminist contemporaries. 


Why did this group not consider themselves feminist? And why 
do many of these women that you interviewed reject feminism? 
What are the lessons feminists can draw from this for today? 

They did not consider themselves feminists because, in their view, 
feminists (of their day) were too interested in gaining equality within an 
existing system of privileges (i.e. the capitalist system), and were, there- 
fore, insufficiently attentive to issues of class. To call for “equality between 
men and women” is not enough if a society is deeply divided along class 
lines: their goal was not simply that working-class women should be equal 
to working-class men, but that all class differences should be abolished, 
along with differences along sex/gender lines. 

I believe these issues are still with us. There are many who have 
argued—and continue to argue—that “the feminist movement” in the U.S. 
is also insufficiently attentive to issues of class (and race). Is “welfare 
reform” a “feminist issue,” for example? Why were there not more repre- 
sentatives of mainstream feminist organizations speaking out in 1996 when 
President Clinton proposed “ending welfare as we know it”? Workplace 
health issues, NAFTA, (non-)availability of health care, of day care... all 
these are profoundly important issues for working-class and poor women; 
but mainstream feminist organizations do not always speak out about 
them. The lesson of Mujeres Libres, in this regard, is to think about what 
a “feminist agenda” that takes the lives of poor women, working-class 
women, and women of color as seriously as it takes the lives of wealthier 
women would look like. 


How has Mujeres Libres impacted the struggle for women’s lib- 
eration in the last 70 years? 

This is a hard one to answer. Unfortunately, outside of a relatively 
small circle of people, the story of Mujeres Libres was largely lost. 
Therefore, I think it had relatively little impact at least until the death of 
Franco, in 1976/77. At that point, people in Spain (and outside) began to 
explore their own history, and new groups, for example, groups that called 
themselves either Mujeres Libertarias or Mujeres Libres began to spring 
up in Spain. But my sense is that very few in the U.S., or elsewhere in 
Europe, who were involved in the Women’s Liberation movements of the 
late ‘60s or “70s knew enough about Mujeres Libres for that knowledge to 
have had an impact on their activities. Even those who read Emma 
Goldman’s Living My Life or her essays, for example, probably knew very 
little about her involvement with the Spanish anarchists in general, or 
Mujeres Libres in particular. 
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How has their experience informed the struggles of U.S. femi- 
nists and women radicals? How was your book received by U.S. 
feminists? 

Again, I think most U.S. feminists were not terribly aware of what was 
happening within the so-called Republican “camp” during the time of the 
Spanish Civil War; and very few second-wave feminists knew enough 
about anarchism (whether in Spain or elsewhere) to look to Mujeres Libres 
for inspiration or models. That was part of the reason why, once I discov- 
ered them, I wrote the book! 

Since the book has been out, I have gotten very positive responses from 
feminists, both in the U.S. and elsewhere. But as tohow much the book has 
informed the activities of U.S. feminists, I couldn’t really say. 


In a time when there is a huge backlash from the right trying to 
restore “family values” and attacks on women’s rights, what are 
the lessons contemporary feminists can learn from Mujeres 
Libres? What about contemporary anarchists and “revolutionar- 
ies”? 

This is a question I ask myself all the time. I think that perhaps the 
most important thing to remember in these difficult times is the importance 
anarchists in general (and Mujeres Libres in particular) gave to preparation 
and to direct action. They recognized that revolutions (or, to put it more 
mildly, perhaps) profound social transformations do not happen overnight. 
They take preparation. People need to learn about new possibilities, rec- 
ognize that things can be other than they are. I think that is one important 
lesson for us: not to give up, to remember that things have not alwavs been 
this bad, and to keep reminding ourselves—and others—that they can 
change. The greatest ally of Conservatives is resignation and despair on the 
part of would-be progressives! 

But the other major piece is to remember that the anarchist movement 
in Spain began and even flourished during times of considerable econom- 
ic difficulty and political repression. Mujeres Libres began to be formed 
long before the Popular Front electoral victory of February 1936. And 
what those organizations/movements “specialized” in was direct 
action/preparation: creating small-scale institutions (whether they be labor 
unions, store-front schools, drama groups, excursions, discussion groups, 
or the like) where people could experience different ways of being and act- 
ing, and develop new understandings of themselves and their (possible) 
places in society. In that way, they were able to overcome resignation and 
hopelessness, and offer their members alternative perspectives. 


Free Women of Spain ssi wssti(‘é‘ét zDD 


I think we need to be doing much more of that type of activity. Of 
course, we need to be doing everything we can to block/stop/oppose the 
retrograde policies being imposed by the U.S. Government, both interna- 
tionally and domestically. But Mujeres Libres (and the anarchists more 
generally) recognized that oppositional politics, alone, do not sustain peo- 
ple, do not motivate people over the long term. There has also to be a pos- 
itive vision. That is the area where, I think, we are sorely lacking right now. 
We know what we oppose; but we are much less clear about what our pos- 
itive vision is. If there is any one lesson I would take from thinking about 
Mujeres Libres, that would be it: we need to gather together in groups large 
and small and start really thinking/talking, and then acting on alternative 
visions of social life. 
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APPENDIX A 


Schematic Organization of the 
National Confederation of Labor of Spain 


Syndicate: 
General assembly of members 
Administrative committee 
section of a syndicate: 
General assembly of the section 
Administrative Committee 
Local federation: 
Administrative committee of delegates from each syndicate 
Meeting of administrative committees of the syndicates of a com- 
munity 
(Comarcal) Cantonal Federation: 
Committee composed of delegates from each syndicate in the can- 
ton 
Regional Committee: 
Named by local federation of community in which Regional com- 
mittee sits (one delegate from each syndicate in locality except in 
Catatonia) 
Composed of delegates from each local and each cantonal 
federation in the region 
Regional Congress: 
Composed of delegates from each syndicate in the region 


Qo 


National Committee: 


Named by local federation of sown in which (by decision of a 

National Congress) the Committee sits (one delegate/syndicate) 
Plenum of Regionals (National Plenum): 

Composed of delegates from each regional committee 
National Congress: 

Composed of delegates from every syndicate in the country 


SOURCE: A. Schapiro (Association Internationale des Travailleurs), Rapport sur lactivité de 
la Confederation Nationale du Travail d’Espagne, 16 decembre 1932-26 fevrier 1933. 
Strictement confidential, 2. 


APPENDIX B 
Publications of Mujeres Libres 


Actividades F- N. Mujeres Libres, (1938) Comaposada Guillén, Mercedes. 

Esquemas (Barcelona: Mujeres Libres, 1937) 

“Como organizar una agrupacion Mujeres Libres,” (Barcelona, 19377), 16 pp. 

Condé, Carmen. Ensefianza nueva (1936) 

—.. Poemas en la Guerra (1937) 

—.. La composicion literaria infantil (1938). 

Federn, Etta. Mujeres de las Revoluciones (Barcelona: Mujeres Libres, n.d. [1938]), 
62 pp. 

Poch y Gascon, Amparo. Nifio (Barcelona: Mujeres Libres, n.d., [1937]), 20 pp. 

—. La ciencia y la enfermedad (1938) 

Sanchez Saornil, Lucia. Horas de Revolucién (Barcelona: Mujeres Libres, n.d, 
[1937]), 62 pp. 

—. Romancero de Mujeres Libres (Barcelona: Mujeres Libres, n.d. [1938]) 


Dr. Salud Alegre, Sanatorio de optimismo (Barcelona: Mujeres Libres, 1938) 


(in addition to thirteen issues of the journal Mujeres Libres and numerous articles in newspa- 
pers and journals of the libertarian movement.) 
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APPENDIX C 
Proposal for the Creation of Wedding Factory 


Comrade Revolution has made us aware of his great affliction. 
People continue to marry... Comrade Revolution thought that people’s 
morals and spirit had improved somewhat, but he realizes that the spirit 
and morals of people are not susceptible to improvement. People are 
continuing to marry... In the face of this inescapable reality, we attempt 
to alleviate some of its inevitable consequences. People continue loving 
the modes of their oppression. At the least, let us see if we can lighten 
the chains... 


Proposal 


Location 
The wedding factory will be located far from every urban nucleus. It is not good that 
tragedies take place in the public eye, because they will demoralize the people. 


[about what they’re doing]. 


Materials for construction 

Should be of such kind that dampen noise. What goes on inside is not anyone’s busi- 
ness, and it’s always better not to hear the statements of those who come to complain 
about how theirs have gone wrong. 


Subdivisions 

A waiting room, divided into two-person cubicles by partial partitions. Isolation is 
essential in case of epidemic. One room for ceremonies and an exit ramp. 

Speed is important so that people shouldn’t have time to change their minds... 


Material 
Of two kinds: (a) necessary and (b) voluntary 
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(a) A cold shower; a committee convinced of the importance of its mission; a seal that 
says: “Enter, if you dare”; a stamp pad of rod or red and black for the seal. 
(b) A stake. 


Library 
One copy of the Laws of Common Sense. 


Related institutions 
A shop for rivets, collars, rings, and chains. An allegorical tricolor of Freedom. 


Functioning of the factory 

It is quick. Individuals wait, by pairs, in the two-person cubicles. 

Later they will pass into the ceremonial room. They can do nothing, absolutely noth- 
ing, without the proper stamp. [An official] stamps a small piece of paper, their 
cheeks, and their underwear. 

Then, with a very hollow voice, the Committee reads them the Laws of Common 
Sense, which can be reduced to three: 

1. When there were priests, the priest deceived you; when there were judges, the judge 
deceived you; now we are deceiving you ourselves, since you came here. 

2. He who cannot go on without a guarantee of property and fidelity deserves the most 
vile oppressions upon his heart (danger of asphyxiation). 

3. The act of passing through the factory gives evidence of idiocy, and predisposes to 
two or three afflictions per day. We know what we are doing! 


The ceremony is free. Those who go have already suffered enough misfortune. 
Afterwards, rings and chains are put on them, they are made to kiss the tricolor pic- 
ture of libertarian communism, and they are thrown down the ramp. In order to avoid 
disturbances to the normal functioning of the factory, it is a good idea to place the fol- 
lowing poster at the exit: 


NO COMPLAINTS ACCEPTED. 


SOURCE: “Proyecto para la creacion de una fabrica de bodas en serie (Churros autén- 
ticos)” Mujeres Libres, no. 7. 
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Federica Debatin, interview with author, Madrid, June, 1979. 

Confederacio6n Nacional del Trabajo (National Confederation of Labor), 
the anarcho-syndicalist labor union confederation; and the Federacién 
Ibérica de Juventudes Libertarias (Iberian Federation of Libertarian 
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organizations in Spain. These included, most importantly, the CNT, the 
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only during the war. Nevertheless, I use the term here as a shorthand to 
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organizational details are explored in greater depth in chap. 2. 

Suceso Portales, interview with author, Mostoles, Madrid, June 29, 
1979. This was a perspective shared by many elements of the early fem- 
inist movement in the United States, dubbed “the tyranny of structure- 
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Ana Cases, personal communication, August 10, 1981. 
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works of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Michael Bakunin, Peter Kropotkin, 
Errico Malatesta, and Emma Goldman, among others. I first explored 
the evolution of these ideas in my doctoral dissertation, “The Possibility 
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